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CHAPTER I

Portraying Waretown High

As a new school year was about to begin, I spent many hours on the
phone, chatting with high school teachers in California’s Central Valley
about my research interest. I was trying to find an advocate who would
help me gain entrance into a school to conduct a comparative study of
girls from different class and racial/ethnic locations.! When I explained
my interests, many of the teachers (all women) suggested I read Mary
Pipher’s 1994 bestseller Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adoles-
cent Girls, popular among school teachers and parents. One even ex-
claimed, “Oh, you absolutely have to read this book if you are going to
study girls.” But I was too consumed with arranging access to a site and,
once I made my way into a school, with getting to know several groups
of girls to spend much time reading.

It was not until several months later that I picked up Pipher’s book.
By this time, I had come to know approximately sixty senior girls in
multiple class- and race-organized cliques at the school I call Waretown
High. Reading Reviving Opbelia, I found that some of the stories Pipher
tells in her examination of that crucial transition between girlhood and
adolescence resonated with Waretown girls” accounts of the trials they
had suffered in junior high and early high school.? Yet I felt uncomfort-
able with her summation of the influences on girls’ lives.
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THE LIMITATIONS OF GENDER

Pipher’s title refers to the story of Ophelia, in Shakespeare’s Hamlet,
which “shows the destructive forces that affect young women. As a girl,
Ophelia is happy and free, but with adolescence she loses herself. When
she falls in love with Hamlet, she lives only for his approval. She has no
inner direction. ... When Hamlet spurns her, . . . she goes mad with
grief. Dressed in elegant clothes that weigh her down, she drowns in a
stream filled with flowers” (20). Pipher laments over girls who only a
year before ran and played sports, unconcerned about their appearance;
girls who on reaching puberty became obsessed with body image and
whose self-esteem plummeted as they were indoctrinated in the “junk
values of mass culture.” She tells stories of low self-esteem, eating dis-
orders, difficulties with friendship, use and abuse of drugs and alcohol,
sexual assault, suicide attempts, and at times, confusion over racial/eth-
nic belonging. Pipher asks why drugs and alcohol are so common among
seventh-graders, why girls hate their parents, and what the meaning of
body piercing may be. Other problems she lists as “less dangerous” but
“more puzzling” are “school refusal” and “underachievement.” Al-
though I could not disagree with her finding that we live in “a girl-
poisoning culture,” I was disturbed by the way she framed the stories
of girls she had counseled.

The week before, I had talked with a white girl named Tara, whom
I found in the lunchroom, skipping class. A far cry from the blue-eyed,
innocently vulnerable-looking adolescent girl on the cover of Reviving
Ophelia, Tara had her purple-dyed hair tucked up messily in a rubber
band, her short fingernails were painted black, and she wore two char-
coal smudges of eye shadow, in a rather outdated-punk statement of
nihilism. As she explained, “I wear black, ’cause it describes my mood.”
On top of her head sat her trademark sunglasses, which she usually hid
behind in school but had lifted for our conversation. She wore torn-up
cut-off jeans, combat boots (pseudo-brand Doc Martens), and an over-
sized tan polyester leisure-suit jacket she’d “scored” at the thrift store.
Tara was regularly “tweaked” on crank; she was currently grounded
for getting “an F+ and improving” on her report card (as she said with
a proud chuckle); and she had told me that as a sophomore she “was
throwing up all the time” (bulimic behavior). Now she was explaining
that her last boyfriend, John, “taught me how to drink high class . ..
you know, drinking wine with food or something.” This comment came
on the heels of telling me about a fight she had had with a onetime friend
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named Jill: “I was pounding her head against the cement when the
crowd broke it up.” Jill’s mother had recently married, and the stepfa-
ther’s income had made a vacation to Hawaii possible. Tara was invited
along, but her parents could not afford to pay for her trip, so Jill had
taken another friend. After the trip, Tara reported, Jill “had all these
new clothes. And she, I don’t know, just changed. She stopped smokin’
and started callin’ us losers and lowlifes all the time.” Tara, who ex-
pected she might have to return for a fifth year of high school in order
to graduate, had made no plans beyond high school.

I had also spoken that week with Lorena, a Mexican-American girl
I’d known for several months. As we sat at the concrete lunch tables in
the courtyard, she played with her hair, running her fingers through it,
tucking it up into a white scrunchy, only to pull it out again a minute
later, tossing her head to direct the hair back over her shoulders out of
the way. Her eyelashes were thick with mascara, her long nails were a
deep burgundy color, and her lips were painted to match and carefully
outlined with a darker shade. She wore white platform shoes, hip-hugger
bell bottom jeans, and a tight cropped knit top, all in tune with the
recent Seventies retro fashion trend. We had just come from a sewing
class composed of white and Mexican-American girls, discussing, as one
white girl put it, how “ridiculously dressed up some girls get just to go
to the mall.” She had carried on about how she preferred to dress very
casually for shopping, in her most comfortable old jeans and a sweat-
shirt. Many in the group concurred, but I noted Lorena’s silence. When
I asked her about it, her answer pointed to the salience of being brown
and the meanings associated with it: “I always dress up for the mall.
Otherwise they think Pm shoplifting.” A group of white girls walked
past us, and Lorena began explaining to me why she “can’t stand those
rich girls.” Using her best “valley girl” accent, she mimicked them say-
ing, “Ohmigod, like I can’t believe I left my cell phone in my car.”
Lorena had missed school three days that week because her father had
hurt his back lifting a heavy carton on the loading dock at work. Her
mother could not afford to miss work; neither could her older brother,
who still lived at home and contributed to the family income with money
he made working at the car wash. Consequently, Lorena was the only
one able to stay home and care for her dad while he was down.

As she told me this, we walked past a wall display of poetry by stu-
dents in an English literature class, one of which read: “College should
reflect the dedication of the few, / for they all started in the same class-
room, / and were given the same work to do.” In casual conversation
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with her peers Lorena spoke of plans to attend the university and an
interest in law. In reality, she had not taken the required courses for
university admission; she hoped to go to a nearby community college
after graduation but wasn’t sure her parents could afford it.3

Tara and Lorena were each members of friendship groups I came to
know well, and these two groups of girls, along with many other groups,
were on my mind as I read Pipher’s description of girls’ lives. During the
months I had spent at Waretown High I had not come to see Tara and
Lorena as mere victims of a mass culture that promotes their subordi-
nation based on gender. To do so would have been to define them solely
by their gender and even within that to see them solely as victims. One
thing Tara and Lorena had in common, in spite of their many differ-
ences, was that by their own naming they were not “preps,” the pre-
dominantly white middle-class college-preparatory girls they so de-
spised. As I read Reviving Ophelia, it struck me that Pipher’s account
of the “well-adjusted” girl, who exists before the alleged moment of
poisoning or gender-subordinate indoctrination by mass culture,
sounded suspiciously like a “prep,” one of those girls at the high school
who tended to be heavily involved in athletics or some other school-
sanctioned extracurricular activity, who were high academic achievers,
who usually wore looser, more unisex clothing and little or no makeup,
and who were favored by teachers. In short, they were girls who per-
formed a school-sanctioned version of femininity. Applauding girls with
these characteristics, Pipher tells us that “androgynous adults are the
most well adjusted . . . since they are free to act without worrying if their
behavior is feminine or masculine” (18).

But the girls I came to know, both white and Mexican-American,
were not only worried about whether their actions were masculine or
feminine; they were equally concerned with the race and, in a more
convoluted way, the class meanings of their practices, or “perform-
ances,” which, if they mimicked preps, would set them up in a compe-
tition where they could only fail. Less (or not only) victims of mass
culture than creative users of it, girls who did not meet prep norms
created alternative symbolic economies in which they earned and wore
different “badges of dignity” (Sennett and Cobb 1972; MacLeod 1987).
Their alternative versions of gender performance were shaped by a nas-
cent knowledge of racial/ethnic and class hierarchies.

I confess—somewhat apologetically—that I am presenting Pipher as
a straw person of sorts. (Admittedly, my knee jerked each time her tone
suggested a girl in lipstick was in need of counseling.) But the fact that
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her book spent 154 weeks on the New York Times bestseller list, ending
in August 1998, justifies a close consideration of it. What I recognized
as I read the book and thought about girls like Tara and Lorena was
that Pipher’s account of girls is too often void of the broader social
context in which they live. Yet it is not surprising that such a book would
find much appeal in our culture, where popular understandings of social
phenomena are dominated by individualistic, psychological explana-
tions and routinely lack any consideration of the effect of social struc-
tural forces on individual lives.

Although Pipher admits she is generationally far removed from girls
today and so is uncertain of the meaning of their practices, a bigger
limitation is perhaps less about generation than her unwillingness to
more fully analyze the multiple social forces that shape girls’ lives. Rem-
iniscent of Carol Gilligan’s (1982) early work, gender appears here as
the most significant dimension of girls’ selves, leaving race/ethnicity,
class, and sexuality analytically subordinate. In centering gender, Pipher
does not adequately explore the ways that girls’ practices, especially the
ones that disturb her (such as makeup, tattoos, piercing, drugs, school
refusal), often mark hierarchical class and racial/ethnic relations among
girls themselves and are not solely the consequence of gender inequality.
The girls I had come to admire most, girls who faced the biggest odds
in our multi-stratified society and whose strength and creative resis-
tances inspired me, were not simply poisoned by a mass culture that
teaches them gender inferiority. Girls do not define themselves only in
relationship to boys in a heterosexual matrix; “one can ‘become a
woman’ in opposition to other women” (Alarcén 1990, 360).

This is, of course, not to deny that discourses on gender are at work
in shaping the identities and structuring the futures of the girls I came
to know. But studies of girls often focus on early adolescence, describing
young girls first encountering societal strictures on their gendered per-
formances, whereas I spoke with young women who had come out on
the other side with multiple ways of negotiating gender, along with other
creative negotiations required by their living in a society stratified by
race/ethnicity, class, and sexuality as much as gender. Girls performed
different versions of femininity that were integrally linked to and insep-
arable from their class and racial/ethnic performances. Multiple social
hierarchies were at work in the “styles” that girls like Tara, Lorena, and
others employed.

The same week I read Reviving Opbhelia, the author was featured on
the front page of a USA Weekend insert in my local paper as a promoter
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of “family values.” Contributing to the current moral panic about youth
and fanning the flame of family values politics, Pipher, along with other
moral entrepreneurs, decries elements of mass culture such as rap music,
television, and pop psychology books as evidence that “our culture is at
war with families” (quoted in Turner 1996, 4). The article notes that
the family values “chorus” is “coming from all corners” and that Pi-
pher’s (1996) version has a liberal face. Indeed, although naming “family
breakdown” as the cause for virtually all social ills is based on dubious
social science, it has become a rallying cry across the political spectrum.
As Judith Stacey explains, the “revisionist campaign for family values”
of the political left (read centrist), like the political right, promotes the
claim that two-parent heterosexual married couples and their biological
children are superior families. But where the right tends to be explicitly
antifeminist and homophobic, centrists opt for a “post-feminist family
ethic” (1996, 52), which accommodates feminist ideals of gender equal-
ity by taking for granted that women have a right to education, equal
wages, and a career, but then goes on to argue that women should
choose to place familial needs above career (presuming that families
have the luxury to make such a choice, which working-class families do
not). This, they argue, is what is good for kids, good for families, good
for America.* The nostalgia present in family values discourse holds,
among other things, a desire for youth to adhere to a middle-class ideal
of appropriately timed life stages that includes an extended adolescence.
Such a norm can be achieved when entry into the full-time job market
can be delayed by extending school years to include college. But, of
course, this is a route that working-class kids have historically rarely
followed, entering adult roles sooner than their middle-class peers.
Coupled with the discourse on “family values” is the so-called “youth
crisis,” often coded black (and at times brown), which presumably in-
cludes too much sex (think teen pregnancy) and violence (think gangs).
In political debate this “youth crisis” is rarely linked to the fact of down-
ward mobility among middle-income working-class people, which has
produced more low-income youth with uncertain futures and, in partic-
ular, an overrepresentation of youth of color among them. “Family val-
ues” discourse displaces a discussion of the increasingly gender- and
race-shaped class hierarchy, shifting the focus from economic well-being
to family structure. In addition to scapegoating family types, it makes
youth itself a threatening enemy to be feared. Indeed, the shift of focus
toward youth also works to displace finer analyses of growing inequal-
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ity.> All this became evident to me as I discovered that the lives of the
girl-women I was studying were not so different from adult women’s
lives, as they too had encountered race discrimination in the job market,
low wages in sex-segregated jobs, life choices shaped by avoiding abu-
sive partners, partners who refused to accept parenting responsibilities,
a search for low-cost child care, and a struggle to combine parenthood
with work and school.

This book, then, presents an ethnographic portrait of working-class
white and Mexican-American girls in their senior year of high school in
a town in California’s Central Valley. The context of these young
women’s lives includes a deindustrializing economy; the growth of ser-
vice-sector occupations held largely by men and women of color and by
white women; the related family revolutions of the twentieth century;
the elimination of affirmative action; a rise in anti-immigrant sentiment;
and changing cultural representations and iconographies of class, race,
and gender meanings. These are social forces that render the very term
“working class” anachronistic. My goal was to learn how these young
women experience and understand class differences in their peer culture
and how their and their parents’ class location and racial/ethnic identity
shaped the girls’ perceptions of social differences at school and the pos-
sibilities for their futures.

I examined girls’ experience of class difference and identity by doc-
umenting and analyzing the “common-sense” categories they used and
created to describe and explain class-based differences among them-
selves.® I documented the unspoken boundary work that was a part of
everyday interaction among students; the kinds of interaction that reveal
symbolic class distinctions and differences in “cultural capital” between
working-class and middle-class girls.” Most importantly, I have inves-
tigated the ways in which these common-sense class categories are in-
fused with and intersect with gender and racial/ethnic meanings. While
the most recent turns in feminist theorizing on identity and experience
argue for a stronger understanding of how women’s gender identity dif-
fers within the category “woman” across racial/ethnic and class lines,
at the time of my writing, the race-class-gender trinity remains more
often asserted and thought through theoretically, textually, and histor-
ically than it is ethnographically explored. It is my hope to advance this
body of theory by bringing ethnographic data to it, as I describe the
lived experience of these intersections in the lives of the young women
I studied and the discourses that construct those experiences.
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THE SOCIAL GEOGRAPHY OF WARETOWN

I began my project at a community college in Sacramento, because my
main interest was in women from working-class families across racial/
ethnic identities and I knew it was there that I would find those students
who, for economic and/or academic reasons, had been unable to attend
a four-year institution right out of high school. Instructors allowed me
into their classrooms to describe my research and to ask for volunteers
to be interviewed. I explained that I was interested in the educational
experiences of women who were the first generation of their families to
go to college. Heads nodded as I spoke, and my list of interviewees grew
long. These women (and sometimes men too, who asked to be involved)
expressed pleasure that someone cared to talk to them about this ex-
perience. I spoke as well with students from my university who had come
from working-class families, some of whom had transferred in from
community colleges and who told stories of both the stigma associated
with this and the interactional work they performed to conceal it when
they could. All these college women spoke at length about differences
among girls that manifested in clique membership, style, curriculum
choice, and participation in school rituals, topics that would later inform
the questions I used at Waretown High.

But it wasn’t long into the process of interviewing community college
women that I became frustrated by the fact that their descriptions of
themselves and their high school peers were devoid of context for me. I
had to rely on what each of them could zell me of their respective high
school experiences. What their stories held in common was the descrip-
tion of a youth culture specific to California in the 1990s and no doubt
specific to some degree to the largely small-town/rural Central Valley
geography. Through their narratives they constructed race and class
identities for themselves which were relational, clearly defined by the
context of the communities from which they came. But I could not see
for myself what they meant and where they fit in to the high school and
community hierarchy they described. Furthermore, missing from this
sample were the experiences of high school students who didn’t even
make it to the community college.

And so I began making the necessary calls to find a high school in
which to conduct my research. I had the good fortune to find a teacher
who became an invaluable advocate, helping me gain entrance into
Waretown High. Although it wasn’t originally part of my criteria, I came
to believe it was fortunate that Waretown had a rural setting, rather
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than suburban or urban, since this reflected my own schooling experi-
ence. I felt at home in Waretown in many ways. It had the look and feel
of my own Midwestern farming town: lots of four-by-four trucks with
mud and manure on the tires and plenty of American-made cars. I shared
this “habitus” (Bourdieu 1984):® the intangible dimension of culture
such as smells, sounds, and the rhythm of the voices of rural white
people. The difference I felt from Mexican American girls challenged
me in many ways, while the commonalities I shared with all Waretown
girls informed my analysis in “insider” ways that might have been miss-
ing if I were located in another (more urban) context. I was well aware
of and could easily relate to the stigma students felt as a consequence of
being from a small rural town, from nowhere that matters. Further, I
was glad to be able to uncouple the study of working-class and poor
youth from an urban setting, since in media accounts they are so often
portrayed as one and the same.

Waretown has a population of approximately forty thousand people.
The high school reflects the town demographically, being about 6o per-
cent white and 40 percent Mexican American, with other people of color
composing less than 2 percent of the population. Approximately 16
percent of the Mexican-American students are Mexican-born, while the
remainder are second- and third-generation residents. Located in Cali-
fornia’s Central Valley, the town was built on agriculture and the in-
dustries that support it. The parents of most of the second-generation
Mexican-American girls had immigrated as teens or young adults under
the Bracero Program for recruiting farmworkers (in effect from 1942 to
1964).° They joined a stable working- and lower-middle-class Mexican-
American community in Waretown, which had been established during
an earlier wave of immigration (1920-30) and whose members had be-
come small business owners, labor contractors, and field supervisors.
The fathers of white working-class girls T knew often worked in blue-
collar industries that support farming such as irrigation, farm machin-
ery, and trucking. Among Mexican-American working-class girls, fa-
thers” work included occupations similar to working-class whites but
also sometimes field labor, and mothers too at times worked in the fields
or in canneries. On my back road commute to Waretown each morning,
I watched dozens of groups of farmworkers beginning their day’s work
in the surrounding fields. In the early fall and late spring months, the
relentless Central Valley sun was already warm enough by eight in the
morning that I would have rolled down the window of my car.

During the 1980s several large distribution centers settled in the area



10 Portraying Waretown High

to warehouse and distribute products to nearby discount department
stores such as Target, Kmart, and PayLess. These centers and stores are
now the largest employers in the town, especially for a younger gener-
ation of workers. The distribution centers employ primarily men doing
warehouse work and trucking while women work in lower-paid retail
jobs at the department stores or perform clerical work in the stores and
in small businesses around town. The school system, a local hospital, a
convalescent home, large grocery stores, smaller department stores, and
a variety of small businesses in the shopping mall and around town
employ people at various levels of training and consequent income. The
children of middle-class professionals were a visible minority at the
school. Most were white, but a few were Mexican-American. Their par-
ents worked as teachers, doctors, lawyers, professors, counselors, ad-
ministrators, or business owners.

About 30 percent of high school students are on the free or reduced-
price lunch program. School administrators agreed, however, that this
number could be doubled if all eligible students were to apply. One
obvious reason that many do not is the stigma associated with standing
in a separate lunch line. Almost all students who are in this line daily
are Mexican-American, usually sophomores and juniors. Most seniors,
white and Mexican-American, leave the school grounds during lunch
time (the ability to do so being a status marker) and choose to spend
their own money on fast food.

This expenditure was somewhat surprising, as was the fact that many
of the students drove their own cars. But almost all of the students with
whom I spoke—nearly all of them seniors—had jobs, and I learned that
it was economically prudent for even relatively low-income parents to
help their teen purchase an inexpensive car. Along with the indepen-
dence that came with owning one’s own car came an expectation from
parents that their teens would provide for themselves. While some stu-
dents from middle-income families were expected to earn their own
money for luxury items like designer-brand clothes, most students I
spoke with worked and earned money to pay for their car, insurance,
gas, food (at least lunch), clothes, shoes, and school expenses (such as
a yearbook, senior pictures, and the prom), and also tried to save money
for junior college. For some students, parents made it explicit that this
contribution was expected, while others explained that although their
parents “never said it,” they observed the financial strain their parents
were under, and they “just knew” they had to take care of themselves.
Several of these students worked nearly thirty hours per week. In short,
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they made a not insignificant contribution to their family economy by
being somewhat self-supporting before they were even adults. It goes
without saying that such a work schedule affected students’ academic
performance and often made it impossible for them to participate in
extracurricular school activities.

About 53 percent of Waretown high school graduates go to com-
munity colleges, either with plans to complete a one-to-two-year voca-
tional certificate program or with the hope of transferring to a four-year
institution. Despite these hopes, the rate of transfer from community
colleges to four-year schools nationally is only 20 percent (Grubb 1991),
and Waretown students’ transfer rate appears to be even lower. Another
28 percent of Waretown graduates go directly to four-year schools; 3
percent attend trade schools; and the remaining 16 percent are without
plans for post-secondary education. The status associated with having
money for nicer cars and clothes, along with the status differences as-
sociated with aspirations for four-year college vs. community college
and, related to that, with participation in a vocational vs. college-
preparatory curriculum, was a clear source of class and race resentment
and helped shape membership in friendship groups.

Waretown consists of many neighborhoods of lower-middle-class and
stable working-class homes (both owned and rented). There is some
residential segregation by race and class. One neighborhood near the
railroad tracks houses mostly impoverished second- and third-
generation Mexican Americans, and a sprawling one-story low-income
housing project behind the cannery, known as “the projects,” is pri-
marily an immigrant community. A white neighborhood near the hos-
pital was usually described as “nice” or “rich,” and within it is a private
elementary school. A single high school of fifteen hundred students
serves the town, but there are several elementary schools, and at times
students linked one another’s social status with the geographic location
of the elementary school they had attended. The one private elementary
school is the only private schooling option in Waretown. Thus, both
middle-class and working-class students are educated together in middle
and high school years.

Over my nine months of participant observation and interviewing, I
came to know the clique structure or informal peer hierarchy among
students at the school; this was the primary way students understood
class and racial/ethnic differences among themselves. Labels and descrip-
tions of each group varied, of course, depending on the social location
of the student providing the description. Nonetheless, there was a gen-
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eral mapping, which almost all students agreed on and provided readily
and easily when asked. Although there were exceptions, the groups were
largely segregated by race/ethnicity and class. Among whites there were
“preps,” “hicks,” and “smokers/rockers/trash”; among Mexican-
American students, “Mexican preps” and “cholas/cholos” or “hard-
cores.” There was also a considerable number of students, both white
and Mexican-American, who didn’t fit well into any of these categories
and were often simply labeled as “others.” At times the white “others”
were labeled “skaters/alternatives,” and the self-referent for the group
of female Mexican-American “others” I came to know was “las chicas”
(the girls).

I found students quite happy and willing to talk about this aspect of
their social world. In fact, students were appreciative that I found their
peer structure important, for this is an aspect of their lives and of their
school experience that many adults (school personnel and parents) either
don’t take seriously, dismiss as stereotyping, or avoid talking about in
an effort to enact a color-blind and, less consciously, a class-blind social
environment. Schools, of course, reflect larger society, and school per-
sonnel, in tune with the color-blind political impulse of the times, often
took a category-blind approach toward managing social hierarchy
among students. Sometimes students too bought into this blindness: they
knew the categories were there, but they also knew it was supposedly
wrong to acknowledge them. Both students and teachers held many
contradictions and expressed much confusion in how they perceived
students as individuals versus as members of social groups. This diffi-
culty resulted not only from feeling compelled to think in a category-
blind way, but also from the fact that exceptions to the rule came easily
to mind. The high visibility of these exceptions to larger patterns chal-
lenged the ability of school personnel and students to see the basic class
and race patterns of group membership at all. For example, the presence
of one Mexican-American student in a clique with nine whites would
result in that group’s being most readily identified as “racially mixed.”

When I met students who were exceptions, who didn’t seem to fit
into the group they were in, I pushed for explanations and found im-
portant insights into how racial/ethnic, gender, and sexual subjectivity
intersect with class. I will return to these exceptions in later chapters,
but here I want to provide a cursory sketch of students at Waretown
High through brief descriptions of the race and class composition of the
social groups and also point to patterns of membership. Although I am
primarily interested in employing a relational conceptualization of class,
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where class is understood as a historical process of class conflict and
action, always in formation (class as a relationship, not a thing [E.P.
Thompson 1963]), it is useful here to employ a categorical notion of
class (where class is “socioeconomic status,” an aggregate of catego-
ries based on occupation, income, and educational attainment, a struc-
ture represented a priori). Although I hope to make such a fixed class
taxonomy problematic, I do name girls as working-class or middle-
class in origin throughout the book, and the sketches below will help
readers understand what variables I used to place girls in such cate-
gories.

In presenting these groups, I draw on Joseph Howell’s useful distinc-
tion between two types of working-class lives in his ethnography of
white working-class families (1973). “Settled-living” families are sup-
ported by jobs that have relative security, higher pay, and, at times,
health benefits. Settled-living lifestyles are orderly and predictable and
sometimes include the ownership of a modest home. “Hard-living” fam-
ilies are supported by low-paying, less stable occupations that lack
health care benefits and make home ownership impossible—self-
employed work, non-union labor, service work—and have lifestyles that
are chaotic and unpredictable. Instability in one area of life often con-
tributes to instability in another: a rough marriage might lead to drink-
ing or drug use, which in turn leads to missing work and job loss. Or
losing a job might lead to drinking or drug use, an eviction and marital
crisis. Hard-living is not desired or intentional, but is a consequence of
the difficulties of trying to establish a settled life. For those with minimal
education and subsequent low income, there was often too little to be
gained from following socially conservative norms. The minimal payoff
is often not perceived to be worth the sacrifices involved. Hard-living
arose out of this constraining set of life circumstances.

Smokers

The group of mostly white students at the school who were usually
referred to as “the smokers” (because they smoked cigarettes), but some-
times “the rockers” (due to their taste for heavy metal music), and oc-
casionally “white trash,” were most often from hard-living families.
These were Tara’s friends. They had parents who did not finish or barely
finished high school. Typical jobs for mothers included nurse’s aide,
grocery store stocker, secretary, and beautician. Fathers’ occupations
included a self-employed truck driver, a self-employed vendor, a retired
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wood-mill worker, a Vietnam veteran on disability, a non-union janitor,
and a port-a-potty installer. Sometimes hard-living students hinted at
illegal income—generating strategies as well. It was difficult to find sen-
iors among this group, as many had dropped out or had been kicked
out of school. These students generally did not have plans beyond high
school, as they were just hoping to graduate.

Cholas and Cholos

The cholas and cholos (or chola/os) also often called “hard-cores,” were
primarily Mexican-American students from hard-living families. Both
terms were often used to indicate that a student was in or wanted to be
in a “gang,” and therefore dressed the part. In actuality, chola/o
refers to a Mexican-American street style that sometimes marks identi-
fication with gangs but can merely mark racial/ethnic belonging; the
actual degree of commitment to a gang exists on a continuum. None-
theless, cholas/os, like pachucas and pachucos a generation before them,
are—often wrongly—assumed to be engaged in criminal behavior.!° Fa-
thers commonly worked in the fields or as dishwashers or doing food
delivery; mothers, in the cannery, in the fields, as caretakers, and as
domestics. There were two groupings of cholas/os, which represented
two gang affiliations: sureiio (south) and norteiio (north). The surefios
tended to be immigrant students who primarily spoke Spanish, while
the nortefos tended to be second-generation Mexican Americans whose
primary language at school was English. Consequently, there was a pat-
tern of class difference between these two groups, although there were
exceptions to every pattern.

Because I was interested in young women’s transition to adult lives
and class futures, I limited my sample to studying girls in their senior
year. Significantly, although there were senior boys in this category,
there were no senior girls. Girls who performed chola identity in junior
high and into early high school years had left the high school to attend
either a continuation high school in Waretown or an adult education
program, both of which offered diplomas more quickly for fewer credit
hours. Those with babies had chosen this option because the shorter
classroom hours made it easier to combine school with parenting. Some,
like their male counterparts, were forced to try to complete high school
in an alternative fashion after being kicked out of Waretown High for
a variety of school “violations.”
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Las Chicas

Other Mexican-American girls, like Lorena, who had performed chola
identity in their earlier years, simply “matured out” (Vigil 1988) and
remained in high school.!" They were part of the “others” that had no
obvious distinction, but they labeled themselves “las chicas.” Many of
las chicas were identified by other students as gang-affiliated. In truth,
las chicas disapproved of gang violence but were sympathetic to the
plight of boys who were involved because these were their brothers and
friends, boys they had grown up with. Thus, their style was explicitly
linked to a racial/ethnic politic, identification with a gang, without com-
mitment to gang violence. These girls tended to be from settled-living
families. Their parents had sometimes finished high school and managed
to secure one stable job between them. They sometimes owned modest
homes, and often at least one parent’s job provided the family with
health care benefits. Mothers worked in occupations such as seasonal
cannery or field work, other factory work, as a dental assistant, a mail
sorter, or a nurse’s aide in a retirement home. Occupations of fathers
included a garbage man, a fieldwork foreman, a janitor, a painter, a
tractor equipment company foreman, a car salesman, a utility company
serviceman, and a truck driver. These girls hoped to go to vocational
business schools to complete one-to-two-year programs or to commu-
nity colleges to complete certificate programs; a few hoped to transfer
to four-year schools.

Skaters

The largest mass of white students were those who didn’t fit easily into
any well-defined clique, but who self-identified as “alternative” or “skat-
ers.” Like las chicas, they were from settled-living families that had mod-
est homes and health care benefits. Their parents had usually finished
high school. Some had gone, later in life, to a community college for a
one-to-two-year training program—usually the mothers, entering pro-
grams in secretarial science, word processing, dental assistance, or ac-
counting. Mothers’ work included clerical and accounting jobs at local
businesses, a dental hygienist, and an administrative assistant. Examples
of fathers’ work were a mechanic, a disabled Vietnam veteran, a
groundskeeper, a maintenance man, a warehouse foreman, a telephone
truck serviceman, and a beer factory worker. These girls planned to go
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to community colleges with the explicit goal of transferring to four-year
schools, and a few planned to go directly to four-year state schools.

Hicks

The “hicks” were mostly white students distinguished by an interest in
agriculture. Some came from farming families, while others lived in
town, their interest in agriculture and animals not linked to family work.
These students ranged from hard-living to settled-living, depending on
parents’ jobs and incomes. Mothers’ jobs included manager of a beauty
salon, school-lunchroom worker, and administrative assistant. Exam-
ples of fathers” work included an electrician, a self-employed painter, a
police officer, and a post office clerk. Most of these students planned to
go to community college; some of the boys planned to apprentice in
blue-collar industries right out of high school.

Preps

The “preps” were primarily white students who were the most middle-
class of all students at the school. Their parents were often college ed-
ucated, although some families had gained income and community pres-
tige by having done quite well over the generations in some blue-collar
industry. Mothers worked, for example, as a general contractor, a
teacher, a nurse, a small-business manager, a special education teacher,
and a junior college teacher. Fathers’ work included a professor, a con-
tractor, a business owner, a banker, a teacher, a lawyer, and an account-
ant. These students had aspirations to attend private colleges or public
universities.

ON METHOD AND ETHNOGRAPHIC REFLEXIVITY

My research included “hanging out” with girls in classrooms and hall-
ways, during lunch hours, at school dances, sports events, Future Home-
makers of America (FHA) meetings, a Future Farmers of America (FFA)
hay-bucking contest and similar events, meetings of MEChA (Movi-
miento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlin, the Chicano student movement
organization), in coffee shops, restaurants, and the shopping mall, in the
school parking lot, near the bleachers behind the school, at birthday
parties, and sometimes sitting cross-legged on the floor of girls’ bed-

5 »

rooms “just talkin’.” During the school year, I spent almost every day
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at the school, often returning in the evening to attend an extracurricular
event and sometimes on weekends to meet and “kick it” with girls. T
came to know more than sixty girls well, about half of which were
Mexican-American and half of which were white, and many more as
acquaintances. I talked with them about such details of their lives as
dating, friendships, partying, clothes, makeup, popular culture, school,
family, work, and their hopes and expectations for the future. I asked
them numerous questions about their families, such as their parents’ and
grandparents’ educational and occupational history and income. I asked
them how much time their parents spent working and what they did for
leisure, what various family members watched on television and did or
did not read, where they shopped, what they believed their parents’
political views were, how parents seemed similar to or different from
their teachers. And I asked questions about what cars the family owned,
the meals they ate, the vacations they did or did not take, the neighbor-
hoods they lived in, and whether or not they had health insurance. As
indicators of educational achievement, I documented which track each
girl was on and how she came to be placed there, which girls made it to
graduation and which did not, and each girl’s post-high school plans
for work, vocational schooling, or college. At the end of the school year,
I compared girls’ plans to the reality of what colleges they were accepted
at and/or what jobs they secured. In short, I spent much time just wan-
dering about the school, not really an insider but not a complete outsider
either, making mental notes of who was where and doing what, and
looking for students who had free time to talk. 'd routinely slip into the
bathroom where I hid behind a stall door and recorded observations in
my notebook.

Because it was my goal to compare girls across race and class loca-
tions, the most difficult task was attempting to enter the life-world of
so many different social actors. The fact that I was crossing cliques was
an enormous added worry for me, concerned as I was that this trans-
gression would inhibit the various groups of girls from opening up and
thus jeopardize my ability to establish trust. Being identified as a “re-
searcher” seemed at times to engender trust, however. When I asked
Lisa, a white girl, if she felt uncomfortable talking to me about her
perception of the Mexican-American girls we were discussing, she re-
sponded, “No. It is okay because you are the objective researcher.” 1
decided that this was not the time to explain to her the crisis of ethno-
graphic authority and the challenges it poses to the ideal of an impartial
science. In her mind, her description of me as “objective” made her feel
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it was safe to talk, as it meant that I was not going to tell the Mexican-
American girls what she said about them, that I was not engaged in the
network of gossip that students generally were. I listened, and I asked
questions, but I did not talk about other students.

My awkward status as someone without any clear institutionalized
role at the school was a source of discomfort at first; this lessened with
time but never fully went away. I feel indebted to Penelope Eckert
(1989), to whose book I retreated each time I worried that this kind of
study was an impossibility. It eased my mind to read her description of
her role at the school where she studied “jocks and burnouts,” with its
many parallels to my daily experience. I couldn’t help but think that the
process would have been much easier if I had been there to talk to
teachers, since our shared “adult” status removed us from the social
world of students for whom daily school life and its microscopically
observed interactions were emotionally consequential in large ways.
And, as noted, it would have been easier had I been there to befriend
only one particular group of girls, rather than trying to negotiate rela-
tionships with several groups of girls who did not view each other in
friendly ways. Instead, I had no social home and was a transgressor of
a kind, crossing all social categories, and always potentially perceived
as a betrayer of confidence (both across groups of girls and across the
student/teacher divide). This was difficult terrain to negotiate and an
uncomfortable space to inhabit on a daily basis; I would come home
exhausted. But I was probably more concerned about my role at the
school than anyone there was. The last week of school, when I thanked
one of the administrators for her help and for tolerating my presence,
she commented, “You really became a piece of the landscape here.” It
was reassuring to hear that I had not been as conspicuous as I felt.

I managed the student/teacher divide by avoiding teachers as much
as possible. Gaining student confidence required that I distance myself
from adult school personnel. So I waited to interview teachers, coun-
selors, and administrators formally until the last month of school. When
I did interview them, I did so in private places like faculty lounges where
we would not be seen by students.

Managing the clique divide proved more difficult. At times, it felt
remarkably easy because of the degree to which students in cliques phys-
ically segregated themselves at the school, parceling the school into ge-
ographic territories. I could easily spend time with preps in the student
government class, with hicks in the “ag” department or the far end of
the parking lot, with las chicas in the business building, and with smok-
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ers behind the school. But sites that were ambiguous territory caused
problems. One day as I walked between class periods, across the center
of the school toward las chicas who watched me approaching, I was
intercepted by Jennifer, a prep girl, who made kind of public claim to
me, greeting me with a hug, and saying loudly, “Hi, Julie! Do you want
to talk again today? Talking to me was particularly helpful, wasn’t it?”
On another day I saw the shock on the face of Amber, a prep girl, when
she spotted me walking to the parking lot with Lorena, whom preps
perceived as a “hard-core.” And Shelly, a self-defined “hick,” stopped
talking to me after she saw me talking and laughing, having a good time,
with a group of Mexican-American girls in the lunchroom one day. The
lunchroom and “hallways” (the outdoor spaces between buildings full
of classrooms) were difficult spaces to negotiate, and while I spent much
time at the beginning of the year making observations there, as I began
to get close to each group of girls, I found myself avoiding such mixed
areas until after the bell rang and everyone was in their place for the
hour. Everyone knew, of course, that I was crossing groups, and as the
year went on, an unspoken understanding was enacted, where each
group of girls and I exchanged only pleasant “hello’s” in mixed settings
and reserved further interaction for when I came to visit them in their
“home” at the school.

I met the preps through a teacher who taught a college-prep class and
in whose class I made a formal presentation on who I was and what my
project was about and asked for volunteers. This worked well with this
group, who were the kind of students likely to volunteer, but was not
the most feasible approach for working-class students, who were likely
to count themselves out of such an activity. These students were much
harder to get to know, and therefore I had to use a variety of strategies
for meeting them. I sometimes met them through a trusted teacher or
the school nurse, but usually, and most effectively, through other stu-
dents, as I interviewed girls in a network of friendship circles. It only
took getting to know one girl in a clique to open up the whole group to
me. In fact, I came to know a majority of the girls through other girls,
and this helped distance me from the adult authority status of school
personnel. For the most part I introduced myself as “a student from the
university” doing “a study of high school girls.” After explaining to
students in a variety of contexts who I was and why I was there, I gave
them a consent form to sign, which stated my guarantee of anonymity
and confidentiality; I also gave them a consent form for their parents to
sign.
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In order to disguise the identities of these girls, I have, of course,
changed their names and altered information about each girl, for ex-
ample, switching occupations of one girl’s parents with those of another
in parallel social locations. This means that although a given character-
istic of or a specific incident involving a particular girl might seem to
members of the Waretown community to make that girl identifiable, in
fact the various events, beliefs, and statements associated with a name
in this book cannot be assumed to belong to any one girl. Finally, I have
also used pseudonyms for and altered facts about teachers and other
school personnel when it was necessary to do so for the sake of ano-
nymity.

I was thirty-one the year of my fieldwork, but probably looked
younger. I never lied about my age, extent of education, or other facts
of my life, but didn’t disclose much unless asked. I was often mistaken
by teachers and administrators for a student, mostly because I dressed
like one. My appearance worked as both an advantage and a disadvan-
tage. On the one hand, looking youthful helped distance me from teach-
ers and parents and adults in general and therefore probably did help
students feel comfortable with me. Further, we shared the status of “stu-
dent” (albeit from different institutions), and this category seemed to be
key, suggesting that one has not yet begun adult life and is subordinate
to someone older and with more authority. The distinction between
graduate and undergraduate status was lost on many of the girls. On
the other hand, I had to be careful not to look too close in age or dress,
which could have backfired by making me come across as disingenuous,
trying too hard to pass myself off as something I wasn’t. I didn’t try to
adjust to each group I spent time with, but rather wore a generic “cos-
tume” that was virtually the same everyday. I wore Levi’s (not too baggy,
not too tight) and the cheap version ($9.99 at Payless Shoes) of basic
brown leather clunky-heeled shoes that were in fashion at the moment.
I wore variously colored scoop-necked T-shirts and in the winter an
open flannel shirt over them. In an effort to acknowledge my difference
and not look like T was trying too hard to fit in, I chose to carry my
canvas shoulder bag rather than the backpack that most prep students
favored.

In short, I looked like an “other” of sorts, but not terribly “hip,”
which I believed was the safest category to occupy. Students’ perceptions
of me varied depending on who they were. Preps seemed to believe I
was one of them. After all, I was working on a degree at a university,
something they planned to do, and they seemed to be quite comfortable
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with me. This was ironic given that they were one of the groups of girls
I felt most uncomfortable with. I was not college-prep when I was in
high school, and I found myself in awe (at times even intimidated) at
the amount of knowledge they had at such an early age. I admit I also
experienced occasional pangs of resentment toward them because of the
cultural capital they took for granted.

Working-class students, I believe, saw me as a college student who
was learning how to be a counselor or psychologist, one of these occu-
pations that work with “troubled” teens. This was evident one day when
Tara attempted to get out of class by telling a teacher she wanted to go
talk to “the counselor lady.” Her strategy of deception with the teacher
was to give me more status than she knew I had by deeming me a coun-
selor already, as opposed to a student, and by making me older than
she thought I was by defining me as a lady.

[ felt far closer to white working-class students in experience, but this
was not necessarily reciprocated. Given my mobility upward from my
own settled-living location, I knew these students perceived me as other.
Explaining where I originally came from was not necessarily the best
strategy for establishing trust, since it could serve to increase their feel-
ings of failure. This is where I feel the most ambivalence about class
mobility. There is no way around the fact that I unintentionally inflicted
class injury, as people who are exceptions often do. Nonetheless, these
girls also often appreciated and benefited from my attention. Working-
class girls, across race, were happy that I was not studying only the
preps, that they too counted as worthy of being talked to. And my at-
tention sometimes gave them status among other students; they mattered
in this thing T was doing as much as preps did.

For my part, the most complicated relationship was the one T had
with Mexican-American girls. T had a certain amount of automatic le-
gitimacy based on the fact that the teacher who was my advocate at the
school was a white woman whose racial politics they trusted (so much
so that students considered asking her to teach a Chicano studies class).
White liberals were hardly thick on the ground in this community, and
the mere fact that I was willing to speak openly on and ask frank ques-
tions about race seemed to automatically engender a certain level of trust
among these girls. I asked them directly how they felt about me as a
“white gir]” from the university writing a story about them, attempting
to represent them. Though they occasionally wondered if the multiple
factors influencing their lives might be hard for me as a cultural outsider
to understand, they also were concerned that I might choose not to
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include their stories. Ana explained, “You can’t just write about the
white girls. It would only be half a story, half a book.” And Marisol
added, “Besides, you are studying girls. And so we have that in com-
mon.” For the most part, these girls generally expressed to me that I
should not worry about my outsider status. And that is what made me
worry most of all.

I came of age intellectually during the crisis of ethnographic authority
and fully felt the associated angst and paralysis, wondering if I could or
should study anyone socially located in places which are other to myself.
The critique of authority and the exploration of experimental ways of
writing ethnography reflexively have come from interdisciplinary femi-
nist and ethnic studies and from postmodern theory.'? This relatively
recent transformation in social theory has been, in part, a consequence
of the civil rights and women’s liberation movements, in which disen-
franchised people began to gain some access to higher education and to
challenge conservative scholarship that had, either explicitly or implic-
itly, validated the status quo of inequality. The intervention that feminist
and ethnic studies scholars made was to identify the androcentrism and
ethnocentrism of much of what passed as value-free science and to argue
instead that all knowledge is perspectival.

In terms of qualitative research, this led to a questioning of the eth-
nographer’s ability to offer an objective account. In other words, this
turn toward antifoundationalism meant recognizing that language does
not reflect reality but is constitutive of it. That is, the ethnographic text
is not a transparent account of reality but a product of the interaction
and negotiation between researcher and researched. As Daphne Patai
describes it, the interview is “a point of intersection between two sub-
jectivities—theirs and mine, their cultural assumptions and mine, their
memories and my questions, their sense of self and my own, their hesi-
tations and my encouraging words or gestures (or sometimes vice versa),
and much much more” (1988, 146). To acknowledge the possibility of
profound cultural differences between researcher and researched means
recognizing that the “intersubjective ground for objective forms of
knowledge is precisely what is [or may be] missing” in the ethnographic
encounter (Clifford 1988, 35). Consequently, the written product might
then be better understood as a “partial truth” (Clifford 1998), since an
author cannot just pretend to be letting her subjects tell their story or
supposedly give them voice without her analytical mediation. Reflexive
ethnography demands that as ethnographers we point to our own sub-
jectivity, acknowledge that it undoubtedly shapes the story we tell,
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and—most importantly—recognize the fact of the power we wield, the
power of interpretation. The text is not simply the result of an even
negotiation between ethnographer and subject, because in the end au-
thority literally remains with the ethnographer, as author of that text.

In other words, to perform reflexive ethnography means to recognize
that the ethnographer does not offer a “view from nowhere” (Bordo
1990) or what Donna Haraway (1988) calls the “god trick,” the ideal
of an objective, value-free, aperspectival knowledge. What is required
instead is a radical reflexivity that acknowledges that there is always a
place from which we speak. Unfortunately, this refutation of impartial
knowledge has been widely misunderstood as a celebration of relativism,
that all perspectives are equal. Indeed, they are not. Rather, what post-
modern theory poses is a challenge to contextualize (P. Williams 1991).
It is not that all perspectives are equal, but that they are all situated,
contextual, from a place invested with more or less power. From this
perspective, reflexive ethnographic practice might lead, as Haraway ex-
plains, toward the “joining of partial views,” “ongoing critical inter-
pretation among ‘fields’ of interpreters” (communities, not individuals),
with the recognition that some views are institutionally and culturally
more empowered than others (1988, 590).

The concern over the lack of intersubjectivity, the division of intel-
lectual labor, and an imbalance of power between a researcher and her
subjects has, in contemporary work, been most often discussed in rela-
tionship to racial/ethnic difference and the difference of first-world/
third-world global inequality (although early on feminists were quick to
point out the problematic lack of intersubjectivity between researcher
and subject based on gender). Within feminist studies, a series of con-
cerns has been expressed about white Western women studying women
in the third world and white women studying women of color in the
United States, which I want to point to here. The key problem was/is a
kind of essentialism whereby white Western feminists assumed similar-
ities with third-world women on the basis of gender, ignoring important
differences among women across culture, history, and geography.!3

Attempts to correct for this manifested yet another problem, which
Marnia Lazreg has appropriately labeled “essentializing otherness.”
This occurs when the recognition of difference is paramount but includes
a tendency to define “others” as all the same: “on the other side of
difference, they must be, they are, all alike” (1988, 93). The concern
here is that third-world women were/are represented by cultural outsid-
ers in ways that portrayed them as eternal victims. This denied them
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selfhood and presented them as persons without agency, often as women
overdetermined by religion, tradition, and patriarchy, where those three
phenomena are given privileged explanatory power and are conceptu-
alized as static and unchanging: on the other side of difference, history,
it seems, stands still (Mohanty 1991). Here “others” are “made into the
bearers of unexplained categories,” having no existence or individuality
outside of those categories (Lazreg 1988, 94).

In short, there was/is among white Western feminists a failure to see
that “others” are for themselves and not for “us”; they are not here to
prove universalist theories of patriarchy, which was the project of an
early second-wave feminism that desired global sisterhood. Pointing out
to white women the arrogance and power that inheres in their claims of
sameness with women of color, Elizabeth Spelman has explained that
“women of color have been distrustful of white women who point to
similarities between them when it seems politically expedient to do so
and to dissimilarities when it does not” (1988, 139). Consequently, the
critics of feminist essentialism have asserted the need for vigilant atten-
tiveness to the specificity of the kinds of struggles and the kinds of re-
sistances women engage and for a focus on differences among women
and the salience of social forces of domination, beyond gender, to
women’s lives. In my account of Mexican-American and white girls, I
make claims of both similarity and difference between them, attending
as best I can to the implications of such claims. My hope is that this
work makes a contribution to the joining of partial views.

The critiques of essentialized subjects also lead to a scholarship that
prioritizes deconstructing monolithic notions of racial subjects and the
notion of an authentic Chicano (for example) cultural identity."* Rosa
Linda Fregoso and Angie Chabram, while attending to the political util-
ity of naming a shared culture, shared conditions of oppression, and a
shared history of conquest, point simultaneously to differences within
the category Chicana/o. Attention to differences within is requisite in
order to recognize the historically constructed nature of racial/ethnic
subjectivity. Difference between Chicanos and Chicanas based on gen-
der is a key issue raised by Chicana feminists, but beyond this they point
to the many other variables that must be considered, such as “the het-
erogeneous experiences of migration, conquest, and regional variation”
(1990, 206) as well as sexuality, generation, Spanish fluency, and skin
color. In short, Chicana/o identity is an ongoing production, historically
changing, and not an accomplished and static fact. Echoing Lazreg, Fre-
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goso and Chabram explain that it is crucial not to make the mistake of
taking all people of color as “different” from the “humanist” subject
and assume that they are transparent among themselves.

The ethnographic dilemma I faced was that my cultural identity as a
white woman might result in an analysis that was not sensitive to Mex-
ican-American culture and racial/ethnic identity, either, on the one hand,
by failing to recognize cultural specificity or, on the other hand, by re-
ducing girls to their ethnicity, whereby everything they do can be attrib-
uted to and is overdetermined by “their” culture, ignoring intracultural
variation. I felt more certain about my ability to avoid the latter pitfall.
As I listened to Mexican-American girls narrate their life stories, differ-
ences proliferated among them, and their lives defied common ideas
about Mexican-American culture. (There were divorced parents, work-
ing mothers, small families, an occasional abortion, parents with as high
expectations for their daughter as their son, and in one case a family of
practicing Jehovah’s Witnesses.) Regarding the former pitfall, I did feel
uncertain about my representation of Mexican-American girls’ lives, and
I contemplated daily the possible ways in which my own white, settled-
living cultural identity shaped both my interaction with the girls and my
textual representation of them. But as Fred Pfeil helps me explain, I
believe we can attempt to understand the exploitative relations that peo-
ple who are other to us are embedded in “well enough to serve them in
a struggle against those relations” (1994, 226).

In the end, the uncertainty I felt about representing Mexican-
American girls’ lives led me to believe that I had a false sense of certainty
about my ability to represent white voices. It is very easy to be deceived
by what appears as cultural sameness. But when we begin to unpack
racial/ethnic categories, including whiteness, it becomes clear that racial/
ethnic sameness is not enough to lay claims to intersubjectivity. Class
differences in particular, as manifested within a U.S. population (as op-
posed to a first-world/third-world global class divide), have not often
been considered in the literature on reflexive ethnography, since class,
as a basis for identity politics, has not commonly been made salient in
the politics of theory. Racial difference was far and away not the only
axis of my identity that mattered, not the only difference on the basis
of which I felt challenged about my position to say anything about a
particular girl’s life. I often felt like an outsider around experiences of
sexuality, family abuse, and class. At other times, I felt like an insider
on the basis of those same topics. The logic of an identity politics in
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which identity is conceptualized as static and clearly bounded doesn’t
easily acknowledge the continuum of experience, relative sameness
and difference, and degrees of intersubjectivity that allow for emo-
tional empathy and political alliance. Discussions of the uneven power
relations embedded in ethnography usually focus on the ethnogra-
pher’s unavoidable exploitation of her “subjects.” Ironically, I feel I
betrayed the more privileged preps the most because I knew my emo-
tional allegiance was to working-class girls, and I knew I would often
portray preps through the eyes of working-class students, for whom
they are villains of a sort.

Chabram and Fregoso go on to draw our attention yet closer to the
power differentials embedded in theory when they note the irony of the
fact that the racialized other in much postmodern theorizing of the sub-
ject is discussed as an abstraction, while in reality this other is actually
very concrete and in physical proximity to those who theorize about
her/him. The traditional site for ethnographic work, the “third world,”
is now less isolated from the “first world,” causing some anthropologists
to begin doing ethnography “at home.” Consequently, what was always
true for the sociologist is increasingly true for the anthropologist: the
subject is no longer out there, far removed in time and space from the
ethnographer and her textual production, but is here at home and likely
to be cleaning her office or busing her table. Moreover, with the gains
(limited and reversible though they may be) of the civil rights era, the
other is increasingly present in the academic institution in the person of
students and/or colleagues, ready to talk back, to make interventions
into theories and assumptions that fail to recognize the partiality of
perspective. It was/is easier to support the fallacy of an objective re-
searcher when subjects were not empowered to talk back, because of
either a lack of geographic proximity or a lack of cultural and economic
power (Chabram 1990). This was never more clear to me than when
just one year after completing my ethnographic work, one of the (white
middle-class) girls from my study showed up as a student in my univer-
sity classroom, able to raise her hand and deny my authority as I spoke
about my research, a situation I both feared and welcomed. Ethnogra-
phers cannot take for granted a radical separation between the world of
academe and the ethnographic site. We cannot “presuppose a geograph-
ical, geopolitical, and intellectual distance between the worlds of the
researcher and the subject[s]” of our research (Chabram 1990, 238).

With this one exception, the young women in my classroom are not
the actual girls I studied, though occasionally there are girls who rep-
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resent the girls I studied, who could easily have been them—a middle-
class Chicana or the rare and exceptional Chicana or white girl from a
working-class family. But by and large this does not happen because,
with few exceptions, working-class girls do not make it to the university.
The colonizing aspect of ethnography where the ethnographer writes
about subjects who are not empowered to talk back is present in my
text. Even as people of color had become increasingly represented in
academe (though that now appears to be reversing), working-class peo-
ple, of any color, are rarely present here.

The stories I’ve written are inevitably informed by my cultural iden-
tity. My text is “situated knowledge” (Haraway 1988) because it cannot
be otherwise. But while all knowledge is perspectival, it is based not
only on one’s cultural identity but also on one’s political identity. An
early form of identity politics seemed to suggest that an author might
provide to readers a list of her identity categories with an assumption
that this made visible to the reader how she perceived the world and,
most importantly, what her blind spots were. But such an idea is based
on the notion that identity is fixed and static rather than fluid and his-
toricized, and presumes that one’s knowledge of the world is based on
some kind of raw experience unmediated by cultural and political dis-
course. As debates in identity politics wore on and the need for alliances
became more urgent, the limitation of this kind of conceptualization of
identity politics where one’s political position is assumed to flow rather
automatically from one’s cultural identity began to appear. Some argued
for a move beyond this most constraining, and perhaps naive, version
of identity politics, suggesting instead that one can—indeed one must,
to achieve social transformation—learn to read the world critically, as
persons who are other to you might do."

Valerie Walkerdine usefully explains why a confession of one’s iden-
tity categories is an inadequate tool to provide to a reader when she
says, “I had to take seriously the position from which I thought, felt,
observed, wrote. But that position was not a fixed place, which told me
that because I was born white, female, and working class, that I should
see the world in a particular way, but that the ways I had been brought
up to see the world, my very subjectivity, was created, produced, regu-
lated in the social realm itself. There was not even some certain ‘I’ to do
the observing, even if I took the step to present myself” (1997, 59).
Where Walkerdine then inserts herself prolifically into her text, explor-
ing the possible effects of her fluid class identity (from working to mid-
dle) and her self as the product of postwar class formation, I choose to
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insert myself only occasionally. Although my identity shapes my text,
this happens in ways that are not necessarily transparent to me, and
making them so would require layers of analysis of the ways in which I
have been historically produced as a racialized, classed, sexual, gen-
dered, and political subject. Though I see the value in the most reflexive
ethnographies, which some dismiss as egocentric, I prefer in this book
to state my recognition that my text is inevitably shaped by my cultural
and political identity and then get on with the business of producing a
book about the girls I came to know at Waretown.

A NOTE ON GENDER AND METHOD

Having read ethnographic accounts of youth subcultures in which re-
searchers described and privileged “hanging out” in public spaces as the
method for acquiring data and gaining insider status, I went into this
project expecting to do the same. Certainly girls do hang out, as boys
do, and I gleaned much information from being with them in public
places. But the ways girls hang out or, as it is more contemporarily
expressed, “kick it” and spend time with one another were such that
sitting in the corner of the library with Blanca talking intimacies, or
having an hour-long phone conversation with Maggie or a two-and-a-
half hour conversation in a coffee shop with Amber and Jennifer, or
talking at the kitchen table with girls at Lorena’s house did not feel like
artificial environments for “interviews.” Since girls do “girl talk,” often
in sets of twos or threes, this was equally participant observation, as I
was “doing” high school girl identity. A male colleague challenged me
when he scoffed, “Talking on the phone is hardly ethnography.” But
how could it not be when a large part of what girls do is to talk one-
on-one, and at great length?

Girls’ pleasure in “just talking” and the blurring of this boundary
between participant observation and formal interviewing became ap-
parent one day when Lorena and I spent a two-hour block of time talk-
ing on the lawn in front of the school. When the period ended, she said,
“Let’s go meet the girls, they are coming out of class.” When we met
them, Lorena bragged, “We talked for so long, the tape stopped twice!”
And Blanca competed, “When we talked yesterday, it was so long the
batteries died and we kept havin’ ta change them.” On another occasion,
as I wandered the halls with two girls who were skipping class, we were
confronted by a teacher, who asked, “Why aren’t you girls in class?”
Wendy attempted an excuse, which the teacher interrupted, saying, “Oh
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sure. So you weren’t just out here talking huh?” In other words, he knew
that what we were doing that kept us from our class, our violation, was
“talking.”

This is, no doubt, a significant part of the reason why the issue of
betrayal among girls is so pronounced. Girl talk, the disclosure of emo-
tional injuries and insecurities, is often the basis for friendship and is
what bonds girls. Therefore, to be seen doing the same, to be talking
with another girl who is not a friend, is a potential act of betrayal.
Donna Gaines explains this well in her ethnography of suburban teens.
“Rule is, the street belongs to the boys. They are more public in orien-
tation—they’ll talk to anybody about anything. . . . But the girls are a
little different. They’re insular; they mostly hang out in pairs, rarely
more than trios. They won’t let you penetrate unless they see you every
day, and then it’s just friendly and polite. You have to be a best friend
to get really close. Their conversations tend to be more local, personal,
private. The girls are a subculture within a subculture” (1990, 63).

My entrée into dialogues with girls was a very gendered experience.
Where Douglas Foley (1990), for example, notes that he spent much
time hanging out in the gym playing hoops with the boys, my connection
with girls was not mediated by a physical activity that would enable us
to interact casually without much personal dialogue. I got to know girls
while hanging out, talking more than doing, where we connected in
conversations about things we saw in women’s magazines, about boy-
friends, whether or not we plan to have kids, and fashion. What we
were wearing was often a topic of conversation. The silver rings I wore
turned out to be a common opener for benign conversation. But clothing
was a tricky subject to navigate; inevitably it revolved around an un-
articulated awareness of body image, since girls this age (or perhaps
women of almost all ages) are interminably and unfortunately aware of
their body size and shape in relationship to unreasonable beauty norms
and to each other. I found myself each morning trying to dress in ways
that were appealing, yet not competitive or threatening.

At first I had questioned whether I was hanging out effectively,
whether T had found the “action,” but as the school year went by, I
began to rethink what I first imagined as my own social ineptness or
lack of ability as a researcher as more likely a consequence of a mas-
culine bias in the literature on methodology. An integral part of this bias
is the sensationalism of male youth violence, or at least of danger, and
the ethnographer’s desire to be where the action is, what Judith Stacey
has dubbed “action-hero ethnography.”'¢ But the danger and violence
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experienced by women often occurs in private spaces and is often ex-
perienced as a solitary event. For example, in contrast to the many films
primarily about male youth, Girlstown (1995) provides an alternative
representation: we come to know a girl who was raped in the back seat
of a car and another who is battered by her child’s father. In the film
the girls learn of each other’s experiences through girl talk and then are
empowered to collectively confront those who violated them. Similarly,
Lisa Lewis (1990) offers an analysis of music videos in which she finds
images that suggest to girls two kinds of intervention: “access signs,” in
which girls, aware of the attendant dangers, collectively take over male
public space; but also “discovery signs,” in which girls are found taking
pleasure in each other’s company in private spaces. The invisibility or
lack of legitimacy given by school ethnographers to girl talk or “bed-
room culture” reveals the privileging of public over private spheres of
life as that which is important ethno to graph.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

Chapter 2 provides an overview of the academic theory debates that I
both employ and critique in my analysis. Readers less interested in those
debates might choose to skip this chapter. Chapters 3—5 present the
ethnographic descriptions of the groups of girls I came to know. Chapter
3 focuses on working-class Mexican-American girls, and chapter 4 on
working-class white girls. Chapter 5 looks at both white and Mexican-
American working-class girls who are exceptional in that they are taking
college-prep classes and plan to attend four-year institutions. In chapter
6 Lexplore relationships between various groups of girls across class and
race. In the concluding chapter, I speak to the larger social and historical
forces that shape the lives of this particular generation of young women
and draw conclusions about the utility of the concepts of performance
and performativity.

This organization deliberately decenters white middle-class girls, al-
though they remain present in the analysis. It is no surprise, however,
that preps were centered at the school—quite literally, as their hanging-
out territory was at the middle of the campus in front of the library and
near the buildings that house most of the college-prep courses. They
were centered by school personnel as well, by the mere fact that, of all
the students at Waretown High, they best met the normative ideal held
out for student success, which is college attendance. On my first day at
the school an administrator took me to an honors classroom saying,
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“These are our best and our brightest.” There I met Rhonda, who in-
vited me to tag along as she went about the school putting up posters
of student government candidates. As we walked around the grounds,
she pointed out and named each building as she told me about her fam-
ily’s summer vacation, which included trips to various universities she
was considering. When we passed by a building she had failed to identify
and I asked what it was, she commented, “Oh, those are home econom-
ics courses. I don’t know what those people do in there.” When I asked
about a group of white girls standing inside the door, she looked at me
quizzically, then smiled at my naiveté, and explained, “Oh, they’re
smokers. They won’t talk to you.” And later, when I asked about an-
other group of girls standing near the business building, she was again
perplexed by my interest and responded, “Oh, well, those are Mexican
girls,” as if to say, they don’t count; if you are here to study girls (read
white, middle-class, normal), you are here to study us. At the end of our
tour, she politely offered her assistance: “Let me know which of my
friends you want to talk to.”



CHAPTER 2

Women without Class

Recent scholarship reveals a renewed interest in class, and this growing
literature involves various investments in class as a conceptual tool.! My
intent is not to reassert the primacy of class, but to reconfigure it as an
analytic category in light of the foregrounding of gender and race in
feminist and ethnic studies and a related antifoundationalist turn in so-
cial theory. I enter this discussion wary of the investments of nostalgic
leftists who offer a return to class analysis as a solution to the supposed
problems of identity politics, and T hope to demonstrate a move away
from reductionist ways of theorizing class. In this chapter I discuss lit-
eratures that frame my own work and that both assist and hinder un-
derstanding class as a cultural identity and the class subjectivity of
women in particular. I explore the relationship between the symbolic
economy of class—that is, the various class meanings that circulate in
the supposedly separate domains of political, popular, and social science
discourse—and the formation of subjective class identity among groups
of high school girls. My goal in exploring the relationship between class
symbolism and identity formation is to understand “the complex and
contradictory ways” in which class subjectivity is constructed in rela-
tionship to gender and racial/ethnic identity under late capitalism (Long
1989, 428).

The book and chapter title “Women without Class” has multiple
meanings. First, and most simply, it reflects my interest in young women
from families of modest means and low educational attainment, who
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therefore have little cultural capital to enable class mobility. Other
meanings speak to the theory debates I engage. A second meaning refers,
in particular, to the fact that class analysis and social theory remained,
until recently perhaps, insufficiently transformed by feminist theory, un-
able to conceptualize women as class subjects. Ignoring women’s expe-
rience of class results in a profound androcentric bias, such that women
are routinely invisible as class subjects. In much leftist analysis women
are assumed to be without class, as these theorists often remain unable
to see the category “working class” unless it is marked white and male.
Such biases promote the invisibility of both white women and women
of color as class subjects.?

This has happened in different ways. The failure to perceive women
as class subjects, or as racial/ethnic subjects, has been part of the “youth
and social class couplet” (McRobbie 1994, 181) of subculture studies
and the school ethnographies of cultural marxists.> While there is a long
tradition of school ethnographies in the overlapping fields of sociology,
anthropology, education, and cultural studies, these studies have fo-
cused almost exclusively on the experiences and identities of boys, de-
scribing (and at times romanticizing) rituals of resistance to class repro-
duction at school, at work, and on the street. I work to redress the
androcentric and ethnocentric biases found in the conceptual appara-
tuses of much of this scholarship. As has been pointed out by feminist
critics of this body of work, such a public bias renders girls marginal as
class subjects and neglects “contexts in which girls might be participat-
ing in ‘equivalent rituals, response, and negotiations’” (Long 1989,
427).

Among studies of the class structure, women may have been included
in class taxonomies, but without any theorization of gender, as in the
early work of E.O. Wright (1985).* Or, more simply, the category
“working class” was invisible unless it was marked white, male, and/or
blue-collar industrial, indicated by the fact that studies of “the working
class” often focused on men’s lives (and at times women in blue-collar
labor).’ In other words, marxists were slow at times to recognize sex-
segregated pink-collar occupations as working-class and to use gender
to theorize class by exploring the ways in which gender shapes class
formation.

In the symbolic economy of class the (now outdated) popular-culture
icon Archie Bunker typified the working-class folk hero. Archie “just
happened” to be white and male because the working class “was con-
ceived in masculine terms,” since “work, and especially manual labor,
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was still considered a masculine activity” (Ehrenreich 1989, 109). But
this folk hero also turned up in academic work at the time, where white
working-class men became the newest exotic anthropological subjects,
even though the working class was increasingly composed of women
and people of color. The pervasiveness of this identification of the work-
ing class as white and male might reflect the fact that for white liberal
middle-class men, the primary producers of such images, “the blue-
collar stereotype could never be such a distant ‘other’ as the poor,
especially the black poor” (121) and could never be such a “distant
‘other’” as women, and especially working-class women.

For example, the cover of Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb’s The
Hidden Injuries of Class (1972) featured the torso of a muscular white
man in a denim shirt operating a jackhammer, participating in the his-
toric and continuing cultural reification of the working class as white
and male. I’d like to say this was a sign of the times, but a visual survey
of book jackets in my university bookstore reveals this class iconography
has not changed in response to the changing demographics of labor. The
cover of an anthology on “work in America” featured male construction
workers, and a 1995 anthology of “working people in California” fea-
tured a welder. The gender of this second worker is less discernible as
his/her face is hidden behind a protective mask (though a head scarf
suggests the worker may be female). In either case, “work” itself remains
symbolically linked to blue-collar industrial labor.

When is class a visible characteristic of women? Two more book
jackets, both introductory overviews of classic and contemporary the-
orizing on class, show a woman (one middle-aged and one elderly) in
the coach car of a train; a sign above each of them reads “First,” clearly
marking their class locations. It is curious to most feminists, I’'m sure,
that the most despised creature in the leftist imagination appears not to
be, say, a greedy white male CEO, but a middle-class or upper-class
unproductive white woman. Perhaps it is no surprise that she is chosen,
then, as the working class’s most distant other. Where the male worker
is romantically invoked as the revolutionary subject, she can only be
treated with disdain. Such women can be represented as the bourgeoisie
so long as class remains primary and gender invisible, and so long as
working-class work is imagined only as the domain of men. Women
make the stage as class subjects, it seems, when they represent con-
sumption and leisure, not work.

The failure of social theory to theorize women as class subjects is
repeated in and perhaps assisted by political discourse, where women’s
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class location and identity is often obscured in contemporary discourse
on “the family.” Here, impoverished women are seen not as poor
women, but as women in befween men, encouraging the perception of
women’s class location in terms of family disruption. By shifting the
focus away from women’s economic well-being to the morality or im-
morality of family structure, this public discourse aids in underwriting
a gender-blind imaginary of class, precluding us from viewing women
in class terms apart from attachments with men.

Ironically, some versions of feminism have been complicit in con-
structing women as without class or racial/ethnic subjectivity. On a third
level, then, my title considers debates within feminist theory and refers
to feminist accounts that, while working as a corrective to androcentric
biases and class reduction, tend toward gender reductionism, focusing
primarily on the differences between boys and girls or women and men,
failing to account for gender differences within sex categories across
race, class, and sexuality. Historically, such studies have focused on
white middle-class girls or women, but failed to define them as such.
Thus, they too were perceived and presented not as class or racial/ethnic
subjects, but only gendered.

Race/ethnicity and class do appear in newer books on girls, but while
these concepts are named, often only gender is theorized.® These new
books, some written as crossover books that hope to appeal to both an
academic and a popular audience, as Mary Pipher’s (1994) did, often
have as their goal to disrupt gender reductionist thinking by pointing to
race, class, and at times sexual difference. But race/ethnicity and class
are too often presented as “categorical” variables (Connell 1987), es-
sentially there rather than created. Minimal attention is given to the
ways in which race and class are politically, historically, and situation-
ally constructed (and performed) in relationship to gender.

For example, building on the American Association of University
Women (AAUW) self-esteem study of girls (1992), Peggy Orenstein’s
(1994) study of schoolgirls points to the importance of class and includes
girls from diverse class locations, but after her introductory discussion
of its importance, class receives minimal analytical attention. Moreover,
her choice of one school that is populated by primarily suburban white
middle-class students and another that is populated by primarily urban
working-class students of color reifies the false dichotomy that all white
students are middle-class and all students of color are urban working-
class. To her credit Orenstein does discuss the importance of racial dif-
ferences between the two groups of girls at their respective schools, and
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she eschews a gender-reductionist analysis by suggesting that at times
issues of racism and poverty can overshadow gender differences. But the
dichotomy remains as she fails to discuss differences that may exist
among African-American girls or among Latinas, based on class or gen-
erational status (i.e., how many generations removed from immigra-
tion), for example.

Refreshingly, Joan Jacobs Brumberg’s (1997) historical study of girls’
“body projects” refuses to conflate race with class, noting that some of
the differences about body image between white girls and girls of color
may be in part related to class. While she studies primarily white middle-
class girls, Brumberg understands and articulates the way in which class
meaning (and at times race) is relational, with each group defined in
opposition to one another. She highlights the centrality of class in his-
torical constructions of “beauty”: Victorian middle-class girls defined
themselves through a series of contrasts to the labor and dirt associated
with working-class girls.

Some of these books also make an attempt to see contemporary girls
in historical context, recognizing generational (i.e., age cohort) differ-
ences in the experience of girlhood, and thus they at times make an
evaluation as to whether things are “better” or “worse” for girls today.
Unfortunately, Brumberg reveals an admiration for “the world we have
lost,” presenting contemporary girls not as negotiators of culture, but
as primarily victims (of manipulative business, biology, sexual liberalism
and feminism, and shifts in parenting and mentoring). She fails to discuss
girls’ contextualization in peer groups, which results in her misreading,
in my opinion, of some subcultural youth practices, such as piercing.
Like Pipher, she seems unable to see the possibility that these practices
might be forms of resistance to the authority and approval of adults and
race and class hierarchies. To her credit, Orenstein’s study does a better
job of acknowledging girls’ agency, suggesting that what many take as
evidence of girls’ victimhood (eating disorders, self-cutting, and disen-
gagement from school) can also be fruitfully seen as displays of anger
and protests against unachievable standards.

Naomi Wolf’s (1997) book on girls’ sexuality makes a deliberate at-
tempt to bridge a possible generation gap among feminists; her goal is
to offer an account of girlhood during rather than before the 1960s
sexual revolution. However, she makes gross generalizations from her
own white upper-middle-class experience and appears to believe that
hers is “ordinary” and representative of the norm. Pointing to the lib-
erating effects of claiming a “bad girl” identity, she fails to see the his-
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toric and contemporary race and class meanings associated with active
sexuality among girls and women and how the label “bad girl” is applied
differentially across race and class lines and with varying effects. More-
over, she argues that women are “naturally” more sexual than men,
ignoring in large part the historical, cultural, and political construction
of sexuality.

More recently, Lyn Mikel Brown’s (1998) study of “the politics of
girls’ anger” makes an explicit attempt to dismantle the assumption that
all working-class girls are of color and that all white girls are middle-
class. She studies only white working-class girls and keenly demonstrates
the ways in which class inflects femininity and girls’ anger and resistance.
She provides an important corrective to theories of a self-esteem crisis
among girls by arguing against presenting girls as passive victims and
demonstrating ways in which anger is a political emotion, but she does
not idealize girls’ resistance. However, while gender is explored as an
unstable construct, class and race both remain static, undefined, and
analytically subordinate to gender. As with so many books on girls, to
the extent that race (whiteness in this case) and class appear, they do so
as demographic variables, not social and political constructs.

The critique of gender reductionism is, of course, old news in feminist
theory; “third-world” (Mohanty 1991)” and “critical race” feminism?®
have long since posed serious challenges to the gendered subject of
“white middle-class” feminism.” Feminist work that is informed by the
incisive race critique asserted (most often) by women of color has led to
a clearer understanding of how multiple social formations and identities
intersect.

While third-world feminism has refused gender reductionism, ex-
ploring the variety of possible differences and similarities, divisions and
alliances within the category Woman, across race, ethnicity, nation, and
sexuality, little attention appears to have been paid to cross-racial anal-
ysis of class. Quantitative studies often compare race and class as “var-
iables,” but comparative ethnographic work is rarer, with a few notable
exceptions (Higgenbothem and Weber 1992; Luttrell 1993, 1997).
Within contemporary feminist theory and empirical work, it seems there
has been a trend toward dichotomizing white middle-class women and
working-class women of color.!® Few have offered a “working-class
feminism” (and I suggest this along with, not instead of, third-world
feminism) that would speak to the similarity of working-class experi-
ences women might have across race and thereby teach us something
about how class operates, and that would show the limits of those sim-
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ilarities and thereby lend more clarity to how race operates independent
of class and why it cannot be reduced to it. Like popular discourse,
feminist theory and U.S. cultural studies, at times, suffer from a confla-
tion and confusion of race/ethnicity and class, where they are reduced
to each other, such that we fail to see how both social forces operate
independently yet intersect. I suggest these comparisons should be made,
but also point to the need for vigilant attentiveness to the risks involved
in making claims of similarity and difference and to the politics of theory
and the dangers of appropriation.!!

This conflation may be due in part to the fact that within U.S. feminist
theory and cultural studies, class as a topic seems tainted, perhaps per-
ceived as outdated and unfashionable, relegated to either prefeminist
marxism or to socialist feminism. Socialist feminism never failed to ex-
amine class, of course, but it was lacking at times in analyses of race.
Race was too often understood only as the difference of class in the
leftist tradition of reducing race to class. Further, class was often ex-
plored by socialist feminists more at the level of abstract systems (cap-
italism, patriarchy) than as a cultural identity and subjective experi-
ence.'?

In spite of their own limitations, feminists and scholars of race and
ethnicity have worked to correct the biases in class analysis that fail to
theorize women as class subjects and that are a consequence of two
separate but related problems: first, the focus on male (white and/or non-
white) subjects; and second, the employment of conceptual schemes that
not only fail to adequately explain the production of women’s experi-
ence of class but also make gender and race epiphenomenal to class
formation. With regard to subculture studies, these biases can be seen
not only in the focus on primarily male youth in public places, but also
in the use of normative conceptions of “class consciousness” as defined
by relations of production, by the focus on youth’s transition to work
identity, and by the failure to consider gender, family futures and pasts,
and racial/ethnic identity as shapers of class subjectivity.

Paul Willis’s classic work Learning to Labour: How Working Class
Kids Get Working Class Jobs (1977), was a welcome improvement over
structural determinist arguments,'? arguing for the “relative autonomy
of culture” and recognizing that structural forces are always mediated
by a cultural milieu. Willis even recognized that gender meanings were
part of that cultural milieu, as he explained how the link between mas-
culinity and manual labor inhibited male youth from taking an interest
in other kinds of labor that they imagined as feminized and inferior.
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Further, Willis offered up racial meanings as part of the recipe, suggest-
ing “the lads’” sense of white superiority “softened the blow” of their
obtaining only working-class jobs. In so doing, he showed how cultural
resources are used to make sense of inherited structural and material
conditions.

But in the end Willis’s account failed feminism. He presents his male
subjects “as though they were the working class” (Holland and Eisen-
hart 1990, 34), describing working-class culture as valuing manual labor
and physical prowess, the sexual domination of women, and oppression
of people of color. In so doing Willis played down internal class divisions
along gender and racial/ethnic lines, remaining blind to gender- and ra-
cial/ethnic-specific culture and domains. Although he discusses the rel-
evance of their meanings to the development of the lads’ class identity,
his awareness of these organizing variables of inequality has no conse-
quence for his overall theory (Holland and Eisenhart 1990). While he
conceptualized class in the historic terms of class formation, he concep-
tualized race and gender as categorical or static, essentially there rather
than historically composed, and so failed to explore their co-creation
with class. When analyzing class, he understood culture holistically as
expressive practices, but when speaking to gender and race/ethnicity,
culture appears as mere ideology masking the workings of class repro-
duction. In short, gender and race projects are not seen to be as central
as class struggle.'*

Early feminist critiques of marxism sought to add considerations of
“patriarchy” to analyses of capitalism, asserting that these dual systems
were separate but interacting (layered or additive). This too often led to
a description of patriarchy as transhistorical and transcultural, while
capitalism remained understood as historical, dynamic, and unfortu-
nately gender neutral. But by 1975, Gayle Rubin had suggested that
“sex/gender systems” were historically specific ways of organizing sex-
uality and reproduction, and by 1984 she had made sex and gender
analytically separate, pointing to sexuality, a hierarchy of desire, as a
distinct social formation. Heidi Hartmann (1979) provided a lucid cri-
tique of marxism’s theory of the development of “empty places,” ex-
emplifying the partnership of patriarchy and capitalism through a case
study of labor unions that revealed how gender ideology was used to
support the demand for better wages, a “family wage,” for working-
class men at women’s expense through the collusion of white male cap-
italists and white male workers. In short, marxist categories of analysis
do not explain why particular kinds of people (gendered, racialized) fill
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particular occupational places. Hartmann demonstrated that class is not
the only agent of history and pointed toward the need for parallel anal-
yses of the ways in which gender and racial logic inform capitalism
(though she did not explore the latter). Many have since worked to
demonstrate the ways in which gender helps to constitute class relations
and vice versa, where gender is not assumed as an essential category that
exists prior to its historically specific and politically influenced emer-
gence.!’

Likewise, Joan Acker (1988) clearly pointed to the limitations of a
marxist class analysis that suggests people participate in capitalism as
either an owner or a non-owner of the means of production. This fails
to acknowledge, she argues, that historically women were not allowed
to be full citizens because they were denied the right to vote or own
property. Thus, the question becomes who is free to even participate in
capitalism. This denial of citizenship based on the logic of gender—and,
we must of course add, the logic of race—is outside of and preexists
capitalist class inequality.

Simultaneously, scholars of race and ethnicity have offered parallel
challenges to analyses of class formation. Most usefully, Michael Omi
and Howard Winant (1994) have created and employed the concept of
“racial formation,” describing racial/ethnic categories not as preexisting
but as emerging from “racial projects” in which the content and salience
of racial categories are politically constructed and work to secure white
privilege. Many have pointed to the historic racialized struggles that
white men have engaged in (and white women benefited from) with
populations of color to secure their privileged status, demonstrating a
collusion among whites across class divisions.'® As Tomdas Almaguer
explains, there was an “ ‘elective affinity’ between the material interests
of whites at different class levels and the racial ideologies that simulta-
neously structured” an Anglo-dominated society (1994, 3). And Lisa
Lowe challenges marxism’s theory of empty places by demonstrating
that U.S. “capital has historically accumulated and profited through the
differentiation of labor rather than through its homogenization” (1996,
159). When we explore the connection between “how . . . jobs are de-
fined and who is sought after for the jobs” (Mohanty 1997, 11), it be-
comes apparent that occupational categories are not randomly filled by
a homogenized working class. Rather, we witness the impact of immi-
gration and globalization on the very configuration of class, as racialized
and gendered subjects are created to fill class slots.

White privileges have historically been established and maintained
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under the sign of citizenship. Immigration and naturalization laws, and
social and welfare policies, are informed by ideologies of race as racial
categorizations shift over time in part as a function of the U.S. need to
exploit labor (Mohanty 1991). Historically U.S. capital has demanded
cheap labor, and the state’s denial of citizenship and the elimination of
welfare benefits has worked to keep people illegal and dependent, unable
to refuse low-wage work. The state allows capital to extract cheap labor
from workers, yet evades responsibility for the welfare of exploited
workers and their children; workers are dehumanized by the effective
denial that they have families and family needs such as education and
health services (Chang 1994). Both citizenship status and racial identi-
fication have been used to legitimate paying people of color substandard
wages, and both voluntary and involuntary immigrant populations of
color have been denied citizenship rights despite sweat and blood con-
tributions to the U.S. economy and national defense efforts.

Because of this history, color itself can come to signify questionable
citizenship status, with “American” national identity popularly imag-
ined as white. This ill-gotten conflation of whiteness and citizenship is
a disturbingly pervasive ideology. As Clara, a second-generation Mex-
ican-American girl, said to me one day, “We don’t have as equal a life
as an American person, I mean, a white person.”

In short, both gender and race inform class formation; women are
still too often conceptualized in the nation’s mind not as workers, but
as wives and mothers, and people of color are not imagined as full cit-
izens or true Americans and are therefore believed to deserve only the
lowest rung of occupations. This, of course, places women of color in
the worst of situations, as global capital takes advantage of preexisting
formations of race and gender.

CLASS AS CULTURE

My interest in exploring the intersections of race, class, gender, and
sexuality spans both the macro level of social formation, where these
processes are mutually constitutive, and the micro level of identity for-
mation, where the circulation of cultural meanings produces the material
that makes various subjectivities possible. Mindful of the theory debates
and empirical gaps reviewed above, I set off to explore if and how young
women experience and understand class differences among themselves,
and specifically how girls’ experience of gender and race was shaped by
class difference and class meaning. I foreground, but do not privilege,
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class as I examine how gender, sexual identity, color, and ethnicity in-
tersect with and shape class as a lived culture and subjective identity.
Rather than presuming that “class consciousness” unfolds automatically
from the relations of production, I choose to explore it as a learned
position (Steedman 1986), arguing that class identity comes to be known
equally by markers that exist outside of discovering one’s position in
paid labor, as an identity lived out in private life and personal rela-
tions—in short, class culture. One’s experience of class may be expressed
not only in terms of work identity and income but also in terms of
familial relations, social relations unrelated to those of employment
(such as school and peer relations), and in leisure and consumption prac-
tices, including the “identity formation material” (McRobbie 1994) of-
fered up by popular culture. Cultural marxism has done this, but not
by beginning with women’s lives. The production of women’s experience
in these “non-work” sites and women’s relationship to production and
consumption have historically differed from men’s and thus must be
examined in order to give an account of the gender-specific experience
of class identity and expression of class culture, and to assist an explo-
ration of how gender meanings shape class formation itself. We must
also examine the symbolic boundaries that mark the difference between
racial/ethnic-specific working- and middle-class performances of gender,
to understand how racial/ethnic meanings shape class formation.

In thinking through class as a cultural identity, I want to foreground
consumption as a defining class activity and, in particular, style and
women’s traditional concern with shopping and buying. While studies
have focused on men’s consumption and leisure as a way of understand-
ing class as a cultural identity, these inquiries are not parallel. It is ironic
that most of the studies of subcultural style have been about boys, when
style and fashion are, or are at least perceived to be, so central to girls’
identity. Lisa Lewis notes that, historically, an underlying assumption
within the subculture literature viewed “the marketplace as the antith-
esis of authentic cultural expression (as essentially a mechanism of cap-
italist reproduction).” Given that the “domestic division of labour has
long positioned women as the primary consumption workers . . . [and]
consumption work has been largely framed by Marxists as non-
productive labour,” such an assumption makes it difficult to consider
“consumer girl culture” as a site of resistance at all; participation in it
can only be understood as a kind of false consciousness (1990, 98—99).
In class reductionist thinking, when consumption is aligned with femi-
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ninity and consumption is inherently the antithesis of resistance, then
girls, it seems, cannot “resist.”

If women express the symbolic boundaries of class culture through
consumption practices and commodities targeted at women, then the
gender-specific “hidden injuries of class” experienced by women often
have to do with these markers. “Hidden injuries” refers to the social-
psychological burdens of class status anxiety, “the feeling of vulnera-
bility in contrasting oneself to others at a higher social level, the buried
sense of inadequacy” that affects “those who lose the most by being
classified” (Sennett and Cobb 1972).'” Carolyn Steedman explores the
gender specificity of such injuries, using her mother’s desire for “a New
Look skirt” as a metaphor to think through the “politics of envy” and
the “culture of longing” her mother experienced. The masculinization
in class analysis has almost wholly ignored the transitional objects of
women’s experience of class identity and mobility, “the material step-
ping stones of our escape: clothes, shoes, makeup” (1986, 15). Moving
beyond personal style, women’s consumption practices have not been
peripheral to their class identities (as defined by production); rather they
have historically been a part of their productive (or what socialist fem-
inists called reproductive) labor within families.

Focusing on class as identity distinguishes my project from other in-
quiries into the formation of class consciousness, which employ nor-
mative marxist notions of what constitutes class consciousness, that is,
that class belonging hinges on an understanding of one’s relationship to
production and the development of a political consciousness. Conceiv-
ing class as an identity rather than a consciousness reveals two important
points: first, that such an identity may not necessarily be a politicized
one, and second, that class is only one among many identities that might
mobilize people.

Even cultural marxists, though they employed a more holistic defi-
nition of culture as everyday ways of life rather than as ideology, still
too often tended to define working-class community and culture “in the
restricted sense of a political community” (Foley 1990, 165). In contrast,
I mean a class identity that is not to be understood as a politicized
identity (class-for-itself) but as a sense of one’s place(s) in a cultural
economy of meaning—that is, a sense of place or difference that may
or may not contain a feeling of opposition or antagonism and that may
or may not (more often the latter) be commonly named and known as
“class.” I'm interested in people’s implicit recognition of cultural differ-
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ence, in the everyday symbolic boundaries that people employ to un-
derstand their own and others sense of place(s), and the way in which
understandings of place are intertwined with gender and racial/ethnic
meanings. Such expressive cultural practices and class identities cannot
be understood as unmediated by racial/ethnic, gender, and sexual cul-
tures (among other salient identities) and by history, but rather might
be better explored as “ethnic-gender-class” cultures and identities
(Clarke 19971).

The persistent question raised and debated by this distinction between
class identity / class culture and class consciousness is “Does a working
class culture have to have class consciousness to be a class culture or
not?” (Foley 1990, 167). I suggest, as others have, that expressive cul-
tural styles and, of particular interest to me here, their manifestation in
the performances of youth subcultures, have their source in and are
reflections of class (though not only class) realities, regardless of whether
they are articulated as such. The expression of self through one’s rela-
tionship to and creative use of commodities (both artifacts and the dis-
courses of popular culture) is a central practice in capitalist society.
These modes of expression can represent antibourgeois, antipatriarchal,
or antiracist meanings even when social actors don’t articulate them as
such. As we will see, students were very able to communicate a sense of
unfairness, a “structure of feeling” (R. Williams, 1965),'® where in-
equalities were felt but not politically articulated. Rejecting a limited
definition of culture as ideology, we can see it as less the conscious ideas
people are taught than the “unreflective way we treat each other” (Foley
1990, 168). In short, the political economy behind our everyday rela-
tionships is routinely hidden from us, mediated by commodities so that
the struggle is often waged less over explicit political ideologies than
over modes of identity expression, which “does not necessarily culmi-
nate in a progressive class acting ‘for’ itself politically” (186).

There is a degree of overlap between the idea of class culture found
in cultural marxism and the idea of class as a status group found in
Weberian sociology. However, as Douglas Foley (1990) explains, an
unfortunate false dichotomy has been constructed between the idea of
status groups of different lifestyles and status displays on the one hand,
and economic classes on the other. While Bourdieu (1984) works
through this by linking status groups with class, describing “social clas-
ses as cultural status display groups” (Foley 1990, 170), the relationship
is overdetermined in his account (where cultural capital too readily de-
termines class location).'” I use class instead of status group because I
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want to point to the fact that membership in groups was largely shaped
by class, and even when it was not, group membership had significant
consequences for students’ class futures; status is too benign a term to
express this.2® Directing our attention to class culture and identity “is a
way of focusing class analysis on the cultural politics of how economic
classes are culturally reproduced and resisted” (Foley 1990, 170; em-
phasis mine) and on how those cultural politics are mutually inflected
by race and gender. As Foley suggests (1990, 191), paying attention to
differences in consumption and expression does not have to mean (al-
though it unfortunately does in some scholarship) forgoing classes as
competing economic groups. Further, linking class culture with gender
and racial/ethnic culture assists us in explaining how class inequality is
organized by race and gender projects.

SUBCULTURAL STYLE: CLASS-BARELY-AWARE-OF-ITSELF

Studies of subcultural meaning and style done by cultural marxists have
come primarily from Great Britain,?' since in the United States such
creative youth were treated instead under the rubric of deviance and
delinquency.?? A subculture is understood as a shared aesthetic or pre-
ferred style, including dress, accessories, speech, and demeanor. Sub-
cultures grow out of multiple structures of inequality, though class has
usually been analytically privileged, and are generally understood as si-
multaneously resistances to and reproductions of those inequities. As
creative responses to the injuries of inequality and attempts to maintain
dignity, they are often “intentionally confrontational and disturbing
styles,” which pose a “perceived threat to civil order and morality” until
they are co-opted and commodified by the culture industry, which then
markets the styles for mass consumption (Ferrell and Sanders 1995, 8,
16), thus diffusing any subversive potential they may have had.?* But if
such expressions of cultural resistance quickly become co-opted and
commercialized, new generations just as quickly create and recreate new
expressions. As one white girl described her cohort, “This crowd used
to be the rockers, then they were punks, now I don’t know what we’re
called.” And a Mexican-American girl explained, “The granddaddies
were the zoot suiters, and then there were the pachucos, they were our
parents. Now, well, I guess it’s gangs.”

The criminalization of and “moral panics” (Cohen 1972) over these
styles, as happened with the mods and rockers, for example, in Great
Britain, with zoot suiters and bikers, among others, in the United States,
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and, most contemporarily, with hip-hop style and music, “deflect atten-
tion from larger and more complex political problems like economic
and ethnic inequality” and uncertain futures (Ferrell and Sanders
1995,10). But, further, any potential awareness of gender inequality is
deflected both by the media’s focus on and sensationalizing of male
youth violence and by the masculinism of social science analysis. Angela
McRobbie notes the “urban romanticism” and “masculinist overtones”
of subculture studies (1991, 20), where the supposedly gender-neutral
term “youth” actually stands for male.

Girls’ only sensationalized parallel to the media’s focus on youthful
male violence is the media-fabricated “epidemic” of teen pregnancy,
from which boys are curiously absent. As Kristin Luker (1996) explains,
in actuality most teens having babies are legal adults of eighteen and
nineteen, and currently teens make up a declining portion of unwed
mothers. The media and the conservative right make gender (and bio-
logical gender in particular) more salient than other aspects of girls’
identities when they perennially fail to consider class as a causal variable
in explaining teen pregnancy. Teen pregnancy does not cause poverty
but vice versa: girls who become pregnant early (and especially those
who go ahead and give birth) are more often than not poor to begin
with. Race is made salient in depictions of teen pregnancy, though not,
as I would hope, because of the recognition that teen pregnancy is linked
to poverty and poverty is linked to institutionalized racism. The cause
of teen pregnancy is imagined not as a consequence of being poor but
as a perceived consequence of poor family values among people of color.
Teen pregnancy, among Latinas and African-American women in par-
ticular, invokes white fears of “overbreeding” among women of color,
as white women are imagined as the only legitimate reproducers of the
nation and women of color are imagined as a welfare burden.

But by and large, in order to envision themselves as class or race
subjects, girls must routinely read themselves as boys in media accounts
of “youth.” The subtitle of a cover story in the San Francisco Examiner
Magazine on the topic of “wiggas” (which the article explains is short-
hand for “white niggers”; Wagner 1996) reads “suburban kidz hip-hop
across the color line.” The story is about white youth who appropriate
hip-hop culture and perform “black” identity. The cover picture is a
collage of magazine cutouts of white kids with blue eyes and blond hair
(functioning as a code for racial purity) wearing hip-hop fashion and
standing in front of a white picket fence behind which sits a charming
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two-story house and an apple tree. Although there is a girl pictured on
the front, girls are absent from the story itself.

Similarly, in a 1993 episode of the television talk show Oprah on the
same topic, several groups of boys, white and black, sat on the stage.
The audience was confounded by the young black man who, as one
guest explained, “looks like he walked out of Eddie Bauer” and by the
young white boys in hip-hop style who “grew up in the ‘hood,’” as the
participants debated what it meant to dress black or dress white. During
the course of the hour-long program all parties failed to note that, race
and ethnicity aside, these were different versions of masculinity and girls
were once again missing from a story about “youth.”

Until recently, the role of girls in subcultures had been left largely
unaddressed.>* McRobbie (1991) is an exception in her early posing of
the questions: What is girls’ role in subcultures? Are they actually miss-
ing or marginal, or does the masculinist bias of past analyses simply fail
to explore their role? Do their resistances mimic those of boys, or do
girls employ strategies unique to their gender culture??* McRobbie’s an-
swers (42—48) suggest that a “girl culture” among working-class girls—
focused on fashion, beauty, and heterosexual romance—and patterns
of “quiet non-cooperation,” “gentle undermining,” “subtle re-
definition,” “immersion in private concerns,” “tactics of silence,” and
expression of “unambiguous boredom” in the classroom all work as
forms of resistance (or “accommodation,” according to Joan Anyon
[1984]) that girls employ to reject official school activities and, by as-
sociation, middle-class cultural norms. That is, girls may resist school
without violently confronting it, and their strategies, often less sensa-
tional than those of boys, are easily overlooked. Still others (such as
Dorothy Holland and Margaret Eisenhart [1990]) reject this idea, ar-
guing that the girl culture McRobbie describes, far from constituting
“resistance,” is the very problem to be reckoned with, as girls are “ed-
ucated in romance” and competitive heterosexuality, which puts women
on a sexual auction block and recreates the sexual division of labor. I
will suggest that it is, of course, both.

But beyond the invisibility of gender in media accounts, there is also
a failure to “think class” with much clarity. On the Oprah show, as on
the magazine cover, the same set of binaries surface repeatedly: white is
middle-class is suburban; black is lower-class is urban. But a slippage
occurs in which class references are dropped out, and white stands in
for middle where black stands in for lower, or suburban stands in for
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white and urban for black. Class and racial/ethnic signifiers are melded
together in such a way that “authentic” black, and sometimes brown,
identity is imagined as lower-class, urban, and often violent—and male
as well. These are the overly simplified identity categories offered, but
they do not reflect the complexity of life. Middle-class youth of color
(however statistically small in number) are missing, for example, as are
multiracial/multiethnic identity and small-town or rural poverty. The
racial/ethnic and class subject positions offered by the “identity forma-
tion material” (McRobbie 1994, 192) of popular culture often do not
allow for more nuanced social locations.

Since much subcultural theory and ethnographic work has its origins
in Great Britain, it is important when making its translation to the
United States to note that our class-blind discourse means there is even
less chance here that working-class youth would be able to articulate
class identity, although students of color might do so more readily than
white students. The logic of leftist social theory routinely reduces race
and gender to class (which is presumed more fundamental), failing to
see either race or gender as autonomous fields of social conflict or fun-
damental axes of social organization. However, in popular discourse we
regularly see just the opposite, where class is not a present category of
thought at all or is present but understood only as a difference of money
and as temporary, given the U.S. ideology of upward mobility. Sherry
Ortner (1991, 1993, 1998) helps us considerably in understanding the
common-sense ways of describing class differences in everyday talk.
What primarily characterizes popular understandings of class is that
class itself is “not a central category of cultural discourse” in the United
States. “It does appear in native discourse . . . just not in terms we rec-
ognize as ‘about class.”” That is to say, class is often expressed through
categories of difference which are “taken to be ‘locked into’ individu-
als—gender, race, ethnic origin, and so forth” (1991, 169—71; emphasis
mine). Thus, discourses on gender and race, which traditionally position
these categories as fixed and natural, have offered sites on which class
issues are articulated in other terms and have helped sustain the long-
standing ideological representation of the United States as a classless
society.

Ortner suggests that most people cannot or will not think with the
category class. That is, people appear “discursively disabled” from talk-
ing about class, and “class has a fleeting quality” as it is “barely tex-
tualized” in their talk. Consequently, she suggests that we must learn to
find class discourse “where it lives,” in the discourse of success, money,
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values, intelligence, gender, race, ethnicity (1993, 423, 427) and,  would
add, among youth in subcultural styles. Because of the various and many
displacements of class in everyday talk, it would be wrong to conclude
that class meanings are absent for people if the common-sense categories
of cultural difference they use are not named as class. But the lack of an
available public discourse on class makes it difficult to “think class,” to
put a label on this difference.

Clearly, Ortner’s and my use of the term displacement is not to be
confused with a move to privilege class and put gender and race back
in their place, so to speak. Setting aside any conventional leftist fear that
class as a category of analysis is being replaced by race and gender anal-
ysis, we do need to consider the ways in which popular understandings
of class, from which social science discourse may not be so far removed,
contain race and gender codes that shape and are shaped by our under-
standings of class difference. They are always already mutually impli-
cated in one another.

CLASS AS PERFORMANCE AND PERFORMATIVE

I entered the field with a good deal of cynicism about subcultural styles
in the United States, in particular among white youth, assuming they
would not be linked in any way to class politics. I was prepared to find
that youth of color would be more able to articulate race awareness,
and a related nascent class awareness, through a politics of style. For
the most part, I expected to find that subcultural genres were politically
vacuous styles performed by middle-class youth who were victims of the
mass culture industry. In short, I did not go looking to romanticize
subculture style as resistance, and especially not among girls.

But a primary way students understand class and racial/ethnic differ-
ences among themselves is through their informal peer hierarchy, with
cliques and their corresponding styles largely organized by racial/ethnic
and class identities. The social roles linked to group membership include
curriculum choices (whether a student is on the college-prep or voca-
tional track) and extracurricular activities (whether a student was in-
volved in what are considered either college-prep or non-prep activities).
These courses and activities combine to shape class futures, leading some
girls to four-year colleges, others to vocational programs at community
colleges, and still others directly to low-wage jobs directly out of high
school.

While there is a strong correlation between a girl’s class of “origin”
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(by which I mean her parents socioeconomic status), and her class per-
formance at school (which includes academic achievement, prep or non-
prep activities, and membership in friendship groups and their corre-
sponding style), it is an imperfect one, and there are exceptions where
middle-class girls perform working-class identity and vice versa. In other
> some students choose to perform
class identities which are sometimes not their “own.”

Although clique membership is not entirely determined by class, there
was certainly “a polarization of attitudes toward class characteristics,”

words, in a kind of class “passing,’

and group categories (such as preps, smokers, and chola/os) were “em-
bodiment[s] of the middle and working class[es]” (Eckert 1989, 4—5)
and led to differential class futures. On the one hand, embracing and
publicly performing a particular class culture mattered significantly
more than origins in terms of a student’s aspirations, her treatment by
teachers and other students, and potentially her class future. On the
other hand, class origins did matter, of course, as girls drew upon dif-
ferent resources from home, both economic and cultural, which shaped
their life chances. Families are a crucial site where cultural capital is
acquired and where class identity is formed, which individuals then
bring to mixed-class settings. Class-differentiated experiences within the
family provide us with different sets of symbolic and material resources
(Roman 1988) and shape our experience of mixed-class public settings
like schools, peer culture, and sites of leisure and consumption, where
we then routinely experience and inflict class injuries upon each other.
It is important to explore the way in which the construction of self is
shaped by family and community life, and the way in which the family
contributes to the “ideological construction of ‘other’” (Weis 1990).
Because of the imperfect correlation, I came to define students not
only as working- or middle-class in origin (problematic in itself), but
also as working- or middle-class performers (and synonymously as non-
prep or prep students). Girls who were passing, or metaphorically cross-
dressing, had to negotiate their “inherited” identity from home with
their “chosen” public identity at school.2¢ There was a disparity for them
between what people looked like and talked like at home, and their own
class performance at school and what their friends’ parents were like.
As I came to understand these negotiations of class as cultural (not po-
litical) identities, it became useful to conceptualize class not only as a
material location, but also as a performance. Although my reference to
middle-class and working-class performers is cumbersome, I choose it
nonetheless as a constant reminder to the reader of my point that class
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can be conceptualized, in part, as a performance and that there are ex-
ceptions to the class-origin-equals-class-performance rule. Many edu-
cational ethnographies make claims and generalizations about working-
class students and middle-class students. If I employ the same
terminology, my work may be indistinguishable from those, and my key
point about class as performance and about exceptions may be lost by
the end of the reading.

Exceptions to the rule aside, social actors largely display the cultural
capital that is a consequence of the material and cultural resources to
which they have had access. Cultural performances most often reflect
one’s habitus—that is, our unconsciously enacted, socially learned dis-
positions, which are not natural or inherent or prior to the social or-
ganization of class inequality, but are in fact produced by it. Here it is
useful to think of class as performative, in the sense that class as cultural
identity is an effect of social structure.

Little attention has been paid to thinking about class as a perfor-
mance or as performative. To conceptualize class in this way is not to
ignore its materiality. There is always the materiality of the body in
thinking about race and gender (the continua of phenotype and of sex),
whose meaning is negotiated and made more or less salient by culture
(or, more strongly, whose materiality is created by culture). And with
class there is the materiality of economic and cultural resources about
which we make meaning. Cultural and political discourses that natu-
ralize and sanction kinds of class relations and normalize institutional-
ized class inequality produce kinds of class subjects (poor, working, mid-
dle, rich, etc.) and material inequalities. In turn, those class subjects and
material inequalities produce discourses that naturalize and normalize
class inequality.

The normalization of class inequality and its institutionalization reg-
ulates class performances. For example, class-specific styles of speech,
such as the use of standard or nonstandard grammar, accents, manner-
isms, and dress (all of which are also racially/ethnically and regionally
specific), are learned sets of expressive cultural practices that express
class membership. Group categories at school require different class per-
formances, and students engage in practices of exclusion based on au-
thentic class performances (Foley 1990).2” Cultural differences in class
(linked to both education and income) are key to the middle-class prac-
tices of exclusion that make school “success” difficult for working-class
students across color and ethnicity. Class can be conceptualized as per-
formative in that there is no interior difference (innate and inferior
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“intelligence” or “taste,” for example) that is being expressed, but rather
institutionalized class inequality creates class subjects who display dif-
ferences in cultural capital. Bourdieu suggests that while children from
the working class can through mobility “acquire the social, linguistic,
and cultural competencies which characterize the upper-middle and
middle class, they can never achieve the ‘natural’ familiarity of those
born to these classes and are academically penalized on this basis” (La-
mont and Lareau 1988, 156). This explains the discomfort and anxiety
associated with passing often described by those who have been up-
wardly mobile.

In short, what is necessary to understand about my use of and dis-
tinction between the terms performance and performative is that the
former refers to agency and a conscious attempt at passing. Applied to
class this might mean consciously imitating middle-class expressions of
cultural capital in an attempt at mobility. Performativity, on the other
hand, refers to the fact that class subjects are the effects of the social
structure of class inequality, caught in unconscious displays of cultural
capital that are a consequence of class origin or habitus. Here there is
no “doer behind the deed” (Hood-Williams and Harrison 1998). The
dual concepts of performance and performativity thus allow me analyt-
ical room to explain the extent to which class identity is both fluid and
fixed.

Within a poststructuralist, radically constructionist formulation of
identity there is no real, eternal, essential, fixed subject, but only one
that is given meaning in context (both in the long arm of history and in
the short arm of interaction). On the one hand, we are all always per-
forming our cultural identities, and the performance is the self. Perfor-
mance is all there is, because no identities are natural; they are all con-
structed. But, on the other hand, those constructed subjectivities are
institutionalized, made into structures that have an autonomy apart
from the interactional performance. So there is a fixity to those identities,
which is what makes it possible for people to have a provisional, tem-
poral “real” self that, in turn, is what makes it possible for them to feel
like they are passing, in drag, momentarily acting like someone other
than who they “really” are. In short, there are times when one’s perfor-
mance does not align with one’s notion of an “authentic” true self; one’s
performance can be incongruent with who one thinks one really is.

In fact, although postmodern theory tells us there is no real self, peo-
ple often tend to feel they have one. That is, social actors routinely
understand and explain themselves (though not exclusively) in essen-
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tialist ways. I do not mean to reassert a modern subject, but rather, in
the context of recognizing that identity and experience are always con-
structed discursively, I wish to emphasize here an “understanding of
identity as self-presence” (Fuss 1989, 103) to point to the less theorized,
spontaneous understanding of identity and experience of everyday ac-
tors. In short, identities are “points of temporary attachment to the sub-
ject positions which discursive practices construct for us” (S. Hall 1996,
6). In a poststructuralist formulation, passing, it seems, would not be
possible, because the concept assumes there is an objective referent that
is being evaded. But by passing I do not mean to infer an essential subject
that is being covered up, but rather this institutionalized temporal “real”
self that is indeed constructed, but not routinely taken to be so by the
social actor. It is cultural and material structures that make these sub-
jectivities possible, and while those structures are historical and contin-
gent, not inevitable, but constantly being reproduced in practice, it may
not always feel like it. The fiction of an essential or real self aids in the
reproduction of inequality because it masks the fact that all subjectivities
are constructed and that they are institutionalized and regulated (Butler
1990). In other words, race, class, sexuality, and gender are not prop-
erties of individuals, but axes of social organization that are shifting and
fluid. But there is a temporal fixity, bound by the context of history and
culture, and these identities are routinely embraced as real by social
actors (i.e., I am Mexican-American, I am white, I am a girl) and are
real in their consequences.

The work on performativity that comes out of cultural studies and
poststructuralist feminism (Butler 1990, 1993, in particular), both of
which offer a radical constructionist analysis of gender, race, and sex-
uality, holds something in common with the constructionism of sym-
bolic interactionist sociology and ethnomethodology (Goffman 1959,
1967, 1974; and West and Fenstermaker 1995, in particular). There are
important differences between the two, however, which are reflected in
the long-standing structure/agency debate. Symbolic interactionist so-
ciology and ethnomethodology have been long critiqued for tending to-
ward a subject too readily construed as an active agent outside of the
autonomy of social structures that preexist and produce various per-
formances.?® A widespread misreading of Judith Butler’s notion of per-
formance also conceptualizes actors as agents who are free to choose
identity performances. In actuality, in her poststructuralist framework
there is no actor/agent who preexists the performance; rather the subject
is constructed by the performance. Within the latter understanding, post-
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structuralism has been criticized for tending toward an overdetermined
subject, one who is always already interpellated by discourse. I attempt
to address both this fixity and fluidity, structure and agency, as I query
how girls are constructed by and construct themselves in and with cul-
tural discourses.

By discourse I do not simply mean language in practice. Rather, dis-
courses are “competing ways of giving meaning to the world, which
imply differences in the organization of social power” and have impli-
cations for the social practices in which we engage (Weedon 1987). 1
employ the concept of discourse because it is a way of deconstructing a
binary division between the material and the ideal and reflects a shift
from a foundationalist to an antifoundationalist epistemology. That is,
the concept of discourse suggests that “ideology has a material existence
as it is always materialized in practices . . . it organizes action” (Mouffe
1979). By discourse, then, I mean constellations of “knowledge,” to-
gether with institutionalized social practices, which are politicized and
result in an array of possible subjectivities.

Discourses, or public meaning systems (political, social science, pop-
ular culture, etc.), are the material for identity formation. We deploy
these discourses to construct our identities but from a limited range of
options. Consequently, some identities are readily made possible while
others are not, and in this way we are somewhat overdetermined by the
meaning systems that preexist us as individuals.

I know from the misreadings of Butler that class as performance/
performative will sound too flimsy or voluntaristic to some, that at times
my analysis might be taken to mean that girls are wholly choosing their
race-class-gender performance. Let me hasten to point out to readers
that I focus on the production of identity via discursive frameworks and
institutional forces and constraints.?’ The decision on whether to high-
light structure over agency or agency over structure is, in part, dependent
on one’s conceptualization of audience. When I write for an academic
audience of social scientists who have little problem envisioning social
actors as shaped by social structures, and in fact are perhaps likely to
see them in an overdetermined fashion, highlighting agency and resis-
tance seem useful. But when I imagine a popular audience for my work,
who would be likely to read through the lens of a pervasive ideology of
individualism and personal responsibility, highlighting the restrictions
on girls’ choices proves the important agenda. I can have it both ways
because, indeed, it is both ways. I find a poststructuralist focus on re-
peating structures but with historical contingency a useful tool here and
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an improvement on reproduction theory. Categories of identity and
structures of inequality are not automatic but must be constantly repro-
duced in practice, and so there is a moment of possibility for social
change. The reproduction of structure is not automatic, but contingent
on its repetition or iteration.

Ortner usefully suggests the need for a new language to dissolve some
of these unproductive binaries, offering “structurally embedded agency”
and “intention-filled structures” (1996, 12). Importantly, she suggests
that some theorists (i.e., Giddens and Bourdieu) tend to offer a vision
of structure and agency as a “loop” or reflexive relationship: structures
producing subjects who in turn produce structures. But she suggests the
political desires of feminist, subaltern, minority, and postcolonial theory
result in our “choos[ing] to avoid the loop, to look for the slippages in
reproduction, the erosions of long-standing patterns, the moments of
disorder and of outright ‘resistance’” (17) “with everything slightly—
but not completely—tilted toward incompleteness, instability, and
change” (18). In this vein, what I try to do here is to go beyond a com-
mon poststructuralist deconstruction of public discourses “to attend eth-
nographically to the ways in which discourses enter into people’s lives,
both invading them in a Bourdieuian, even Foucauldian, sense and being
implicitly or explicitly challenged by them in the course of practices that
always go beyond discursive constraints” (Ortner 1998, 14; emphasis
mine).3°

I proceed by asking: What are the cultural gestures involved in the
performance of class? How is class “authenticity” accomplished? And
how is it imbued with racial/ethnic, sexual, and gender meaning?*' I
hope to provide a “thick description” (Geertz 1973) of these perfor-
mative intersections. Little attention has been paid to the ways in which
class subjectivity, as a cultural identity, is experienced in relationship to
the cultural meanings of race/ethnicity, gender, and sexuality.3? These
various gestures of class performance never exist outside of and are al-
ways imbued with race and gender meanings. For example, as we will
see among Mexican-American students, class performance was made
complex by the ongoing negotiation between themselves, peers, and par-
ents around the meanings of and links between class mobility, assimi-
lation, and a race-based politic and identity. Because middle- or work-
ing-class performances were experienced differently across race/eth-
nicity, and further, because those performances were read differently by
others, dependent on the race/ethnicity of the performer, and because it
is impossible to uncouple these meanings, I use the hyphenated “race-
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class performances of femininity” as a way to indicate that class per-
formances have race and gender specific meanings. But I could just as
well speak of “gender-class performances of race” or “race-gender per-
formances of class.” That race, class, gender, and sexual meanings and
identities intersect is not simply an abstract theoretical insight. This is a
multiplicity “born of history and geography” (Mohanty 1991, 37).
Race/ethnicity and class and gender and sexuality are always produced
and read in relationship to one another in the social world.



CHAPTER 3

How Working-Class Chicas
Get Working-Class Lives

Since I spent my first days at Waretown High in a college-preparatory
class (a class that fulfills a requirement for admission to either California
State University or University of California institutions), the first stu-
dents I met were college bound. Later I came to know these girls through
the eyes of non-college-preparatory students as “the preps.” They were
mostly white, but included a handful of Mexican-American girls. Some
of the white girls were also known as “the 9o210s,” after the popular
television show about wealthy high schoolers, Beverly Hills 9o210. The
preps eagerly volunteered to help me out with what they saw as my
“school project,” relating easily to the concept, and they were ready and
willing to talk at length about themselves and others. Displaying both
social and academic skills, they were, in short, “teacher’s pets” (Luttrell
1993) or the “rich and populars” (Lesko 1988).

I soon began wandering the halls of the school in search of a non-
prep class where I might find girls who seemed more like T was in high
school. The memory of my own gender-specific high school experience
led me to the business building, where unthinkingly I looked for a room-
ful of typewriters and girls with steno pads. Of course, I found neither,
but rather rooms full of computers on which some students were prac-
ticing their word-processing skills while others were learning computer
programming.

Looking for help connecting with non-college-prep girls, I visited the
faculty room in the business department, which offers primarily voca-
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tional track classes, to recruit the aid of teachers and ask whose class I
might visit. When I told these teachers that I wanted to talk to some of
their girl students about their aspirations beyond high school, teachers
shook their heads and laughed together in a knowing way, one man
joking that “They’ll all be barefoot and pregnant.” While the other
teachers expressed discomfort with his way of making the point, they
did acknowledge that their students did not have high aspirations and
often were “trouble.” They told me that one student, Yolanda, would
be happy to give me “a piece of her mind,” noting further that “if she
doesn’t like your survey, she’ll tell you.” They shook their heads about
another, Christina, who had recently “told off her employer,” and they
explained that it would be very difficult to interview any of these girls,
because they would fail to show up or I would be able to keep their
attention only for a short time. Nonetheless, I was invited to attend their
classes and attempt to recruit girls to talk with.

The first day I attended Ms. Parker’s business skills class was char-
acteristic of my future visits to non-prep classes. On this particular day,
there was a substitute teacher taking her place. The differences between
the girls from the college-prep class and these girls were immediately
noticeable. The latter wore more makeup and tight-fitting clothing, and
seemed to have little interest in the classroom curriculum. In fact, the
class was out of the teacher’s hands. The girls, mostly Mexican-
American, were happy to have me as a distraction. One, whom I came
to know later as Lorena, said loudly (Lorena was always loud), “Oh,
we heard you might be coming. What do you want to know? T’ll tell
you.” Completely ignoring the substitute, who had clearly given up on
having any control over the class, they invited me to play cards. T hesi-
tated, asking what would happen if the vice principal, whom students
referred to as “Mr. D,” were to come by.

Lorena: Oh, he never does; besides [flirtatiously] he likes me.

Becky: He doesn’t like me. He’s always callin’ me into his office for
something.

Lorena: He’ll just ask me where’s the other half of my shirt.

Lorena was referring to the short crop top she was wearing, which was
fashionable at the moment, but was against school dress codes because
it revealed her bare midriff. Pointing to the man behind the teacher’s
desk, Lorena went on:

That’s “Mr. H.” He’s our sub. Don’t you think he’s attractive?
He’s from the university too.
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She called him over to ask a question, and when he arrived, Lorena
opened her book and pointed entirely randomly at a paragraph on the
page saying coyly, “I don’t understand this.” He tried to respond ap-
propriately by explaining the course material, but when it became clear
to him that her question was not serious, he turned to me and politely
asked about my “study”:

Mr. H: What’s your focus?

Lorena: [interrupting] You mean what’s your phone number?

This brought rounds of laughter from the girls. It became obvious to
the sub that Lorena was playing, and he wandered away a bit red in the
face. She turned to me:

Did you check him out? You should go on a date with him.

I wasn’t sure what to make of this incident for a while, wondering if
the girls, whose affectionate self-referent was “las chicas,” were “oth-
ering” him (as a sub) or me (as the outsider/researcher/white girl) or
both of us (as adults) by making one or both of us the target of their
humor. As it turned out, this practice of trying to set me up with sub-
stitute teachers became almost a hazing ritual. Whenever the girls saw
me on a day they knew they were going to have a substitute teacher in
class, they asked me to come visit them in class. Not wanting to decline
any opportunity to spend time with them, I would always respond to
their invitations, stopping in to chat with them for the few minutes be-
fore the bell rang and class officially began. Over several weeks, they
began to accept and befriend me as I began to respond to the setting-
me-up ritual without embarrassment, and I engaged (somewhat reluc-
tantly) in their playful attempts to humiliate the sub, othering him as
the sub, as an adult, and as a man; in the process I became less of an
other to the girls.

I came to see the ritual of setting me up as one element of a larger
theme among las chicas. Bored with their vocational schooling, las chi-
cas often brought heterosexual romance and girl culture into the class-
room as a favorite form of distraction. They regularly brought photo
albums to look through during class; these contained pictures of a week-
end event like homecoming, a prom, a wedding, a quinceafiera,' or
sometimes a new baby. On this day in the business skills class, Imelda
had brought a framed collage photo collection of her and Christina, best
friends. She had written sentimental words of friendship on the spaces
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in between the pictures in Spanish. She read them aloud and, then after
an awkward moment, read them again, but this time in English for the
sake of Blanca, who, wearing a long face, had silently tugged on Chris-
tina’s sleeve to indicate that she didn’t understand.

The conversation turned, and they began talking about a girl they
didn’t like, one who had been “talking shit about Lorena.” They took
turns telling whom they would most like to fight. Flor declined her turn,
“If I say, 'm afraid her girls will jump me.” Bored with this conversa-
tion, Christina pulled a folded up newspaper page out of her purse and
began reading people’s horoscopes out loud. In the background the sub
made a useless plea, “Okay, whoever’s listening, you need to do chapter
five today.” On other days the topics of our conversations included
fashion, shopping, and recent events on the television soap opera Days
of Our Lives. Near the end of each period, girls would stop their work
early, if they were doing it at all, to pull out compacts, powder their
faces, and check their lipstick and liner, reapplying when necessary.

These elements of “girl culture” were notably missing from the col-
lege-prep classrooms I had been visiting. It is not, of course, that gender
display was altogether absent in prep classrooms, but where las chicas
could be found blatantly using class time to primp, applying makeup
and adjusting hair, in prep classrooms a girl might secretively slip a
powder compact out of her backpack and turn her back away from the
teacher to powder her face before the bell rang and the walk between
classes, where social life happens, was to begin. For preps the overt use
of class time for such an activity was recognized as inappropriate. More-
over, the “natural” look adopted by preps suggests one is not really
wearing makeup and to pull this off means application of it must be
done in secret.

Las chicas, having “chosen” and/or been tracked into non-college-
prep courses, showed little interest in the formal curriculum offered at
the school, finding a variety of ways to kill time. They employed rituals
of girl culture as an alternative to and refusal of official school activities,
including the kind of classroom learning that prep students embraced.
Like their male counterparts, las chicas, along with most other students
at the school, have had their dignity wounded through exposure to preps
who, with the complicity of teachers, routinely and unknowingly in-
flicted class- and race-based injuries. But, unlike the boys, las chicas’
strategy of rejecting schooling, and prep values by association, is usually
less violent and less confrontational, and perhaps easily overlooked, of-
ten naturalized as heterosexual interest and dismissed.
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As Penelope Eckert (1993) explains, middle-class performers embrace
adult (and I would add middle-class) norms for the adolescent life stage,
and this means preparing to enter another institution similar to high
school. Non-preps, on the other hand, violate these norms by laying
claims to adult status before middle-class adults think they should.
Where middle-class-performing girls (both white and Mexican-
American) chose academic performance and the acceptance and praise
of teachers’ and parents’ as signs of achieving adult status, non-prep
girls earned and wore different “badges of dignity” (Sennett and Cobb
1972; MacLeod 1995). They rejected school-sanctioned notions of
proper femininity. For them, expressions of sexuality, and by extension
motherhood, operated as a sign of adult status and served to reject teach-
ers’ and parents’ methods of keeping them childlike.

There were many occasions on which this difference in orientation
between working- and middle-class performers was made clear. When
I met Mariana, a Mexican-American middle-class performer and told
her I was at the school to study girls, she immediately presumed my
interest would be in those “at risk.” I sat with her in the library where
she worked on a report for her “Transition to College English” class.
As she meticulously assembled the planning calendar of her report on
the college of her choice, her comments parroted adult and middle-class
morality: “There are a lot of teen pregnancies here. It is real sad. Girls
whose futures are ruined. It’s sad. And there’s gang violence.” Alterna-
tively, a white working-class performer named Brenda, who approached
me from the back of the room at an Future Homemakers of America
(FHA) meeting where she had been sitting with a group of friends, asked
bluntly, “Who are you?” I began to explain, but she interrupted, “Oh,
never mind. We know. We’ve been talking about you back there.” Then
jutting out her hip, placing her hand on it, and batting her heavily mas-
cara’d eyes, she said mockingly, “Are you here to study our promiscu-
ity?” in full recognition of the fact that adult school personnel perceived
her sexualized femininity as a violation of adolescence, and she expected
me to do the same.

THE SYMBOLIC ECONOMY OF STYLE

There was, at the school, a symbolic economy of style that was the
ground on which class and racial/ethnic relations were played out. A
whole array of gender-specific commodities were used as markers of
distinction among different groups of girls, who performed race-class-
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specific versions of femininity. Hairstyles, clothes, shoes, and the colors
of lipstick, lip liner, and nail polish, in particular, were key markers in
the symbolic economy that were employed to express group membership
as the body became a resource and a site on which difference was in-
scribed.? For example, las chicas preferred darker colors for lips and
nails in comparison to preps, who either went without or wore clear lip
gloss, pastel lip and nail color or French manicures (the natural look).
Each group was fully aware of the other’s stylistic preference and knew
that their own style was in opposition. In short, girls created and main-
tained symbolic oppositions, where “elements of behavior that come to
represent one category |are| rejected by the other, and . . . may be ex-
ploited by the other category through the development of a clearly op-
posed element” (Eckert 1989, 50).

The association of light with prep girls and dark with non-prep girls
may be arbitrary, but the association of pastels with “youth, innocence,
and gaiety” and darker colors with “somberness, age, and sophistica-
tion” does happen to coincide with middle- and working-class life stage
trajectories (Eckert 1989, 50). Where middle-class performers experi-
ence an extended adolescence by going to college, working-class per-
formers across race/ethnicity begin their adult lives earlier. The impor-
tance of colors as a tool of distinction was evident one day before
business skills class when I complimented Yolanda on her nail color, and
the girls clustered around her desk to compare colors. Bianca felt the
need to apologize for hers. Displaying her hand on the table with others,
she explained, “Mine is too pink, but it’s my grandma’s. I was at her
house last night and she offered it, and I didn’t want to hurt her feel-
ings.”

Further, las chicas explained to me that the darker colors they chose
and the lighter colors preps wore were not simply related to skin color.
As Lorena explained, “It’s not that, ’cause some Mexican girls who look
kinda white, they wear real dark lip color” so no one will mistake them
as white. And when I mentioned that I rarely saw white girls in dark
lipstick, Lisa, a white prep, explained, scoffing and rolling her eyes,

Oh, there are some, but they’re girls who are trying to be hard-
core [meaning these were white girls who were performing chola
identity]. And those hick girls [white working-class], some of

them wear that bright pink crap on their lips and like ba-loo eye
shadow!

The dissident femininity performed by both white and Mexican-
American working-class girls were ethnic-specific styles, but nonetheless
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both sets of girls rejected the school-sanctioned femininity performed
by college prep students.> Working-class performers across race were
perceived similarly by preps as wearing too much makeup.

Girls often expressed disdain for one another’s style or at least were
perplexed by preferences other than their own. Lorena, describing the
difference between las chicas and preps, said:

Well, those prep girls, they wear their hair real straight and
then sometimes just curl it at the end, either this way or that
way [motioning a flipped-up or turned-under curl with her
hands].

When I asked about makeup, she said:

Natural! Barely any. Maybe pink or something. Like that ugly
girl who got homecoming queen. You know how we do our
hair right? We put stuff [gel] in it and then scrunch it like this
[demonstrating]. Well, some of us wear our hair straight.

But then it’s real long and no curl at the end.

Leticia gave a lucid accounting of the typography of subculture and
style and was very clear in her recognition that preps were the norm
from which all others deviated.

Leticia: Well, the preps they usually wear their jeans regular, you
know, normal, like how pants are supposed to fit. We wear
our pants either too big and baggy or at least big at the bottom
but tight at the top [bell bottoms], depends on your figure.
Those hicks they wear their pants, those ones, umm . . .

Julie: Wranglers?

Leticia: Yeah, they wear ’em way too tight. And big belts too. I don’t
know what their shoes are called.

Julie: What about the smokers, what do they look like?

Leticia: Tore up! They have holes in their pants, and they are all
ripped at the bottom. And they wear a lotta black. Heavy
metal T-shirts and chains. They dye their hair weird colors.

In spite of the meanings that working-class girls themselves gave to
their gender-specific cultural markers—a desire to remain differentiated
from preps—their performances were overdetermined by broader cul-
tural meanings that code women in heavy makeup and tight clothes as
low class and oversexed, in short, cheap. In other words, class differ-
ences are often understood as sexual differences, as Sherry Ortner use-
fully explains, where “the working class is cast as the bearer of an ex-
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aggerated sexuality, against which middle-class respectability is defined”
(1991, 177). Among women, “clothing and cosmetic differences are
taken to be indexes of the differences in sexual morals” between classes
(178).* And indeed, this was the case, as middle-class performing prep
girls (both white and Mexican-American) perceived las chicas, as well
as working-class performing white girls, as overly sexually active. But
non-prep Mexican-American girls were seen as especially so because,
although there was no evidence that they were more sexually active,
they were more likely to keep their babies if they became pregnant, so
there was more often a visible indicator of their sexual activity.

BOYS ARE “BUGGIN’”

Las chicas’ gender performance and girl culture worked, whether by
intent or not, as a strategy to reject the prep version of schooling but,
despite appearances, were not necessarily designed to culminate in a
heterosexual relationship. Some of the girls whose feminine performance
appeared the most sexualized were actually the least interested in het-
erosexual relations, marriage, or children. Despite what appeared to be
an obsession with heterosexual romance, a “men are dogs” theme was
prevalent among them. They knew men could not be counted on to
support them and any children they might have, and they desired eco-
nomic independence.

And so their girl culture was less often about boys at all than about
sharing in rituals of traditional femininity as a kind of friendship bond-
ing among girls. As Angela McRobbie (1991) describes, although the
overt concern in girl culture is with boys and romance, girls often set
themselves physically apart from boys. Lorena made this clear one day.

Lorena: Well, when we go out, to the clubs or someplace, we all get a
bunch of clothes and makeup and stuff and go to one
person’s house to get ready. We do each other’s hair and
makeup and try on each other’s clothes. It takes a long time.
It’s more fun that way. [Thoughtfully, as if it just occurred
to her] Sometimes, I think we have more fun getting ready to
go out than we do going out—’cause when we go out, we
just sit there.

Julie: So then the clothes and makeup and all aren’t for the men or
about getting their attention?

Lorena: Well, we like to see how many we can meet. But, well, you
know, I don’t fall for their lines. We talk to them, but when
they start buggin’, then we just go.
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In short, non-preps had no more or less interest in heterosexual ro-
mance than did girls who performed prep or school-sanctioned feminin-
ity. Nonetheless, teachers and preps often misread the expression of class
and race differences in style among working-class performers as evidence
of heterosexual interest. They failed to perceive girls’ class and racial/
ethnic selves and so unknowingly reproduced the common-sense belief
that what is most important about girls, working-class performers in
particular, is their girlness. Las chicas’ style was not taken as a marker
of race/ethnicity and class distinction but was reduced to gender and
sexuality.

Not only has girl culture as a method to refuse schooling been missed
by androcentric social science, but teachers too tended to naturalize gen-
der and heterosexuality, treating girls’ strategies as harmless. Although
I once saw a teacher take a magazine away from a boy in class because
it was distracting him from the assignment, no teacher ever told the girls
to put away their photo albums, although they were at least as much a
distraction. Girls across race and class performance were aware of their
ability to violate rules without consequence as a result of teachers’, and
in particular male teachers’, view of boys as troublemakers and girls as
harmless. Girls told stories of getting out of gym class by faking men-
strual cramps, of cheating on laps by doing one and then panting and
exclaiming to the coach that they’d done thirteen. Lisa told how a boy
who said “fuck” was put in detention all day, but “a girl who was yellin’
it in the office, nothin” happened ta her. I counted, and she said it thirteen
times!” On our way back to school from a lunchtime birthday party at
Yolanda’s that had lasted too long, las chicas decided to bring a piece
of cake for the teacher they called “Mr. M.” so that he wouldn’t count
them tardy. It worked. When Bianca told me about flirting with a boy
in her math class who allowed her to cheat from his paper, I recalled
the similar tactics my high school friend Michelle and T used. We were
the only two girls in an auto mechanics class, and when the classroom
work was over, the boys would work on their cars in the shop while the
teacher allowed my friend and me to lounge in his office reading ro-
mance novels. One day we discovered a copy of the final course exam
on his desk. We scored higher than any of the boys in auto mechanics
that year. In a conversation with Mr. Ross about Leticia he said, “It’s
hard not to like her. I mean she smiles at you the whole time you’re
chewing her out.”

The primacy of gender as the defining characteristic of girls, which I
heard from administrators, teachers, and the girls themselves, obscured



66 Working-Class Chicas, Working-Class Lives

the ways in which class and race identities informed girls’ actions. Evi-
dence of the naturalization of gender, and of heterosexuality in partic-
ular, was found in the way physical fights among girls were understood.
In my naiveté, I first imagined that there were probably far fewer phys-
ical fights among girls than stories told by students and school personnel,
as I thought the novelty of a few fights among girls had been sensation-
alized. So I consulted an administrator, asking about precise statistics.
He looked over his chart of violations, which included possession of a
chemical substance, truancy, tardiness, and so forth, and found that the
rate of violation among boys was higher than girls on every count except
fights, on which they were even. Further, these “girl fights” (as well as
fights among boys for that matter) were not limited to any particular
demographic grouping. When I asked what it was that girls got into
fights about, the answer according to administrators, teachers, and girls
themselves, was always “boys.”

But as I began to ask girls to tell me stories about the specific fights
they had been in, it turned out that racial/ethnic and class identities were
often center stage in their accounts.® In one story, a car full of hick girls
laughed at a car full of cholas, who had been pulled over by the police.
That night, the cholas showed up, uninvited, at the levee, hick territory,
to fight the girls who mocked them. Further, Yolanda explained that the
red stain on a soiled maxi pad, the color of which signified norteiio
affiliation and which was stuck on the wall of the bathroom used by
surefio girls, had nothing to do with boys. I asked Leticia about fights.

Leticia: Yeah, I do. I fought this girl last week. I jus’ walked up and
smacked her.

Julie: Was it about a guy?
Leticia: Shit no, I would never fight over no guy. They’re not worth it.
Julie: Why then? What was it about?

Leticia: T don’t know, she just thought she was “all that” you know.
About color I guess. This suresio girl was talking shit to
me. She said, “It’s all about the south.” So I went up and hit
her.

And Mariana told me how she and a friend were angered in a class-
room discussion where two preps made anti—affirmative action argu-
ments. This, she said, led to a hallway confrontation:

It was just that they kept saying “they” meaning like either,
you know, undocumented citizens or “they” meaning minorities
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or “they” meaning, well, you know. My friend Bianca and
her friends went after that girl, went after her and, um,
cornered her and asked, “Why are you saying all of this stuff
about Mexicans?” They didn’t beat her up, they just kinda
yelled at her and got her scared and stuff like that.

Mariana and her friends were particularly angered because one of the
two preps had a Hispanic surname, so they had presumed her to be
Mexican-American and therefore a “coconut.”® (She was actually bi-
racial and had little attachment to her Mexican-American ethnic heri-
tage.) As a college prep student, Mariana didn’t engage in the fight;
rather, her non-prep friends initiated it.

While there were many occasions on which jealousies over hetero-
sexual relations with boys were central to fights among girls, this usually
occurred within racial/ethnic groups since little cross-racial dating oc-
curred. The fact that girls experienced race and class tensions among
themselves went essentially unnoticed. School personnel, being privy
only to fights that happened at the school, knew less than students about
cross-race antagonisms, which occurred primarily off campus. The fact
that a color-blind discourse is the most “polite” or school-sanctioned
way of talking about race, and that class was largely unavailable as an
explanation of social relations, left heterosexual relations as the most
readily available way of describing the meaning of “girl fights.”

ROUTES TO ADULTHOOD

Sensitive to the fact that girls were aware of the current moral panic
over teen pregnancy and anticipated that adults were interested in their
sexuality, I generally avoided the topic, letting girls bring it up them-
selves, then proceeding cautiously with my questions. Often girls pre-
ferred to begin talking in the third person about sexuality, describing
friends’ views and practices, before (sometimes but not always) shifting
to their own. Most of the girls I spoke with, across all social groupings,
reported that they were sexually active. It was understood that most
girls who were in “serious” relationships were probably having sex with
their boyfriends, and this was acceptable. Some girls suggested that it
was not taboo for girls to have sex outside of relationships, although
girls had to be much more careful than boys about their frequency here
for fear of being labeled. Girls agreed that there was still a double stan-
dard: boys could be sexually active with multiple partners without con-
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sequence, while girls were called sluts for the same behavior. What is
important to recognize here is that girls’ interest in sex was not always
embedded in a narrative of romance.

In short, there were girls who did and girls who didn’t across all group
categories, but the race and class injury that occurred was in the per-
ception of who was foo sexually active. While many prep girls, whose
presentation of self was squeaky clean, were sexually active, they were
secretive about this violation of adolescence and used birth control pills,
often without parents’ knowledge (but sometimes with). White middle-
class performers were more likely than other girls to have abortions if
they became pregnant, as a way of ensuring the life stages that they and
their parents had in mind for them. One girl explained, “My friend had
an abortion and got her parents’ insurance to pay for it without her
parents even knowing that was the procedure she had done.”

Stories of abortion were almost nonexistent among Mexican-
American girls, and Mexican-American girls were less likely than white
middle- or working-class girls to use birth control regularly.” Girls be-
came pregnant for a variety of reasons. Blanca explained that she lacked
information about birth control—“My parents, they didn’t tell me noth-
ing about birth control”—and wrongly believed myths like “you can’t
get pregnant your first time.” Mexican-American girls often said they
knew about, but didn’t believe in, the use of birth control or in abortion.
Christina explained, “Having something growing inside you is a spiri-
tual thing. If it happens, then God meant for it to happen. You just have
to deal with it.” But some were willing to consider birth control, sug-
gesting that abortion was the worse of two evils. The most common
explanation given for pregnancies was “it just happened,” which seemed
most often to mean that girls were unprepared and had no birth control
plan, either because they didn’t know they were going to have sex or
because they were uncomfortable planning ahead to use birth control,
as this compromised their belief system or suggested to themselves and
others that they were too willing. Sometimes this situation was com-
bined with stories of boys who refused to use condoms:

Yolanda: Well one reason it happens is that guys don’t wanna use
condoms. And then you just get caught up in the moment.

While girls did too often say they “felt a lotta pressure” and had sex
before they were ready, they also often acknowledged their willing par-
ticipation. But teen sexuality (and pregnancy) cannot be wholly ex-
plained either by girls’ victimization or by their desire.® The most pop-
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ular discourse at the school among adults was one of female
victimization, where girls became pregnant after being pressured by boys
to have sex when they were not yet ready. Consequently, in the face of
adult authority and public discourse on teen sexuality, the safest nar-
rative for a girl to give is one of victimization, because it evades her
responsibility. Less acceptable would be to acknowledge her desire,
which is still, it seems, considered taboo for girls even as it is expected
among boys. Indeed, any discourse on female desire or recognition that
girls may be willing and interested in sex was largely missing among
adults with whom I spoke at the school.” But the worst possible thing
for a girl to admit to is an intentional pregnancy, and only one girl I
spoke with suggested this:

Leticia: Well some girls want kids. You go through that phase you
know. I did a year or two ago. I wanted one. You want to be
a young mother. Don’t want to be an old parent ’cause then
[if you are young] you’ll understand them better.

Regardless of how a girl becomes pregnant (which occurs for a variety
of reasons, including the use of birth control that fails), after the fact,
having a baby can be a marker of adult status (just as sexuality was),
and girls recognize it as such. For non-prep girls who do not have college
and career to look forward to as signs of adulthood, motherhood and
the responsibility that comes with it can be employed to gain respect,
marking adult status. Teachers often expressed surprise at the degree of
casualness among students about pregnancies and babies at school, one
saying with ambivalence, “Babies are really celebrated here among girls;
they are not ashamed. They bring them to class.” Another teacher was
more clearly sympathetic about babies in class:

It’s a bit awkward because you don’t want to seem to support
it [teen pregnancy], but the pregnancy and the baby already
happened, so it makes no sense to shun them [girls] either.
One baby was fussy, so I had to teach while bouncing him on
my hip. It’s as if the girls are saying, this is my life, this is
what happened, don’t punish me for it.

In the end, however, girls’ overt claim to adulthood startles adult and
middle-class sensibility.

Pregnancy and babies became an extension of the girl culture that
was present in non-prep classrooms. Talk of baby clothes and the an-
ticipation of delivery were further ways girls overtly expressed their
boredom with their vocational schooling and their sense of its irrele-
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vance. About a month before school ended, Elvira gave birth to a baby
girl. Either because she had no child-care options or because she was
simply excited about her newborn, she brought the baby to school with
her several days during the last few weeks of school. The baby became
a great distraction in the classroom, and the teacher dealt with it by
asking Elvira to move to another room, allowing girls to go visit her
there and see the baby two at a time. Eventually she and another girl
who were both failing the class, totally uninvested in the work, and
distracting other students who did have a chance of passing, were kicked
out of the class. Most girls with babies eventually chose to finish their
schooling at an alternative community school where they could graduate
with fewer credit hours and where classes ended at one o’clock, making
day care arrangements less complicated.

Girls’ orientation to early maternity is not necessarily linked to an
ideology of romance. Girls know from each other’s experience that boys
should not be relied upon. Sometimes girls believe they are an exception
to this rule, one suggesting, for example, that because her boyfriend did
not want her to have an abortion, this was a sign that he really loved
her. I had this conversation with Yolanda about her friend Bianca.

Yolanda: Well, she should’ve protected herself. But since she didn’t, she
should have just had the baby but not get married. It isn’t
gonna work. He’s not gonna stick around. I mean that’s the
only reason they got married, even though they say they
“wanted to anyway.” [rolling her eyes]

Julie: What would you do?
Yolanda: 1 ain’t never gettin’ married. But I looove babies!

For the most part, girls were very cynical about boys. They felt that
men could not be counted on for economic support or as co-parents, or
to meet the girls’ ideals of romance and intimacy. One teacher, com-
menting on conversations among girls that he routinely overheard in his
class noted,

You know, they don’t talk about the fathers much. They are
pretty irrelevant to them.

In short, working-class performers were more willing to consider par-
enthood and sometimes marriage as an appropriate next life stage after
high school (and sometimes during, which usually meant continuing to
live with her parent[s]). While these girls knew that “college” was a
necessity to insure a living wage, it was something they would more
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often consider doing simultaneously with other adult roles. The “going
away to college” experience was decidedly a prep one, while working-
class performers were likely to attend the local community college and
begin their adult lives as workers, parents, and spouses at the same time.
They saw no convincing reason to postpone parenthood. Pregnancy is
not the cause of their vocational schooling, the cause of their ending up
in a low-wage job, or the cause of their poverty, though that myth con-
tinues to circulate in public discourse legitimating anti-welfare sentiment
and justifying punitive policies (Luker 1996).

For the most part las chicas’ girl culture was interpreted as harmless,
thought of as natural heterosexual interest, and therefore not negatively
sanctioned. But when this girl culture was extended to include maternity,
which school personnel saw as too adult and thus found unacceptable,
they responded. During a year’s end awards ceremony, I sat on the
bleachers at the end of the gym near the lunchroom doors among stu-
dents who were required to attend but had no interest in the ceremony.
In the group of Mexican-American students I sat behind, one young
mother had a toddler with her who was being passed around, and two
young men in particular were competing over who got to hold the child.
As one young man made silly faces and got the baby to smile, the group
began to laugh, getting louder as they became more and more involved
in the baby’s play. As the unit administrator and master of the ceremony
announced which students had perfect school attendance, had GPAs
above 3.5, and were receiving university scholarships, a teacher angrily
stomped over to the group of students, chiding them, “You could at
least be polite and pay attention when someone is talking.” The mother
haughtily picked up her toddler and, head held high, walked out of the
gym with four girlfriends following in solidarity.

Working-class performers across race shared the resentful view of the
ceremony as an imposed glorification of prep students. The teachers and
administrators did have some awareness of the way in which celebrating
the successes of some made others look and feel like failures. They tried
to finesse this by making attendance at such an event optional, where
each teacher could decide whether or not to bring her/his class. But if a
teacher chose to attend, which most teachers did, every student in that
class was required to be either in the gym or in the adjoining lunchroom
during this time. Added to the injury of being forced to attend a cere-
mony celebrating students who were able to achieve “success” by the
standards of the institution, adults, and middle-class norms, the teacher’s
punitive attitude toward the baby’s presence was a further insult that
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put non-prep students “back in their place” by trying to recenter atten-
tion on the success of students who could and did follow the institutional
ideals.

Although las chicas were no more sexually active than other girls at
the school, they suffered the consequences of their sexual activity in ways
that middle-class performers did not. (White working-class girls were
also more likely to keep babies than their middle-class counterparts, but
still not at as high a rate as Mexican-American girls.) The presence of
more babies among Mexican-American girls than any other group of
girls was wrongly perceived by white preps (and some school personnel)
as a difference of sexual morals between racial/ethnic groups. But the
deeper injury is that those who have babies will experience the punish-
ment of a gender regime, which blames women who become single
moms for their own poverty by suggesting sexual immorality, especially
if they are young. This logic fails to recognize that teen pregnancy is
highly correlated with class and race: most of these young women were
working-class or poor before they became mothers (Luker 1996). Their
continued (or increased) impoverishment is a consequence of their vo-
cational curriculum, low-wage jobs, and lack of affordable child care.
Further, their potential heterosexual partners are working-class men of
color who are also less likely to be able to earn wages that can support
families. These young moms don’t have and, for good reasons, don’t
want to rely on male support. They want and need to be able to support
themselves and any children they might have. They want economic
equality outside of heterosexual relationships.

POST—HIGH SCHOOL TRACKS

Once a year, a nearby vocational business school invited students to
come tour their facility, paying the school for the use of a bus and treat-
ing the students to a pizza lunch. Most of las chicas signed up to go. We
piled into the bus on a rainy December morning. Girls paired off in twos,
sets of best friends sharing a seat near the middle of the bus, while boys
moved to the back, each occupying a seat by himself, head against the
bus window and legs extended to take up the whole space. Given the
purpose of the trip, I presumed this would be a good opportunity to talk
to girls about their plans beyond high school. But, as usual, this was of
little interest. In fact, it was a topic that I saw clearly caused the girls to
feel uncertainty and a related stress, so they changed the conversation
to music and fashion.
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Yolanda had brought along a photo album of Bianca’s recent wed-
ding, photos of her reception which was held in the warehouse of her
dad’s employer. I asked about marriage, and Lorena began:

I ain’t never gettin’ married! Or at least not ’til ’'m in my 3os.
We want to party and kick it and have fun first.

When I pushed further for reasons why, Leticia chimed in:

Them boys who want to date us are buggin’. They try to
control you and tell you what to do.

Lorena: Like Omar. We were standing by the business building one
day, and he hands me his coat and says, “Watch this.” Then
he goes off with some friends. I just left the coat on the bench.
When he saw me, he said, “Why didn’t you watch my coat?

It coulda got stolen.” Man, that ain’t my job!

Yolanda: And they tell you you shouldn’t wear certain things.

Lorena: Yeah, like that white top I had on yesterday. Miguel said I
shouldn’t wear that. I look like a hoochie [laughing]. I told him
he looked stupid, like Columbus.

The discussion turned to the prom, and the girls talked amongst
themselves about whether or not to go, given the expense, and about all
of the pairing up possibilities, making decisions about which of them
would go with which boy. They explained, “The boys don’t care who
they go with. We decide.” When our bus arrived at the school, Leticia
asked to borrow Lorena’s powder. Lorena pulled out her compact, and
Leticia closed her eyes and jutted out her chin, waiting for Lorena to
powder her face.

At the school we were taken to a classroom and seated in desks. The
environment felt school-like and familiar, but in fact this was deceptive,
since the woman speaking at the front of the room, a Ms. Laney, was
actually giving a sales pitch under the guise of teaching and advising us
about the expenses of life and job opportunities. She began by asking
how much we thought it cost to live on your own and how much per
hour one would need to earn. A boy answered, “About fifteen dollars.”
This answer clearly was not the one she was looking for, and she kept
asking until she got a response of eight dollars. With that she could then
follow her routine, which was to list life’s expenses on the blackboard
and show students how naive they were. In the end she led them (back)
to the conclusion that they needed to earn about fifteen dollars per hour
and that there was no way they could make this amount with just a high
school diploma.
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She knew her audience well, asking them rhetorically, “How many
of you want to continue to live at home with your parents after grad-
uation?” No one did, of course, and yet these were students who did
not have the option of going off to college to escape parental authority.
She worked to convince them that their lifestyles would change. She
explained that they would want more than Burger King and a movie.
They would want weekend trips, concerts, sports events. They would
have roommate problems. They would not want to settle for the old
Pinto or station wagon grandma was planning to give them. She told
them about taxes and insurance, things they might not have thought of
before. She joked that for some it was not a problem, because they have
rich parents. To the girls she said, “Some of you will marry someone
really rich.” Addressing the boys in the back of the room, “Some of you
will go into crime because you already know it pays more.”

She exploited their sense of filial piety, suggesting that the sooner they
begin working, the sooner they would stop being an economic burden
to their parents. “Wouldn’t you like to be able to help your parents out?
Maybe even buy them something nice for their anniversary? Send them
on a cruise?” She told them there is a difference between education and
skills, arguing that going thirty thousand dollars into debt with a student
loan for four to six years of college and then coming out with a bach-
elor’s degree in history and therefore no job is impractical. Further, she
went on, “Junior college takes twice as long as business school because
of crowded classrooms and general education courses which are not
necessary.” Aware of students’ knowledge that junior colleges have open
admission and are understood by high schoolers to be the bottom rung,
the place for those who can’t go anywhere else, she said, “We don’t
accept just anyone. You have to have a high school diploma. You have
to dress professionally here. No jeans. We’ll help you understand which
clothes are professional clothes and which are not. And you cannot be
late. You must be serious about it.” But aware of their academic inse-
curity, she added, “You don’t have to have a high GPA, and you don’t
even have to know how to turn on a computer.” She showed them a
framed diploma like the one they would receive upon graduation and
then brought in Mike, one of their students, a young Latino who had
gone to high school in a town near Waretown, to give his personal
testimonial.

Mike was wearing a suit and tie and began, “I was a slacker big time
in high school.”

Ms. Laney chimed in, “You can see the transformation.”
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Ana asked Mike if it was hard to work a job while he went to school,
and he responded, “Yeah, but it’s all up to you.”

Ms. Laney stated, “The effort you put in here is directly related to
the money you earn when you get out. Now he is disciplined and goal
oriented.”

Ana asked Mike why he didn’t go to college, and Ms. Laney inter-
rupted, “That would have taken him seven years.”

Mike said, “Yeah, this is a lot more better.”

After the sales pitch ended, we were taken to the lounge. The girls
rushed to the table where boxes of pizza were waiting, saying, “Hurry,
before the guys get there. They’ll eat it all.” Over pizza the girls discussed
the merits of the business school. The tidiness of the package presented
to them was quite appealing. In just a year or so one could have accom-
plished a goal, completed a program quickly, unlike the eternity that
four years of high school felt like, and unlike the four or more years
college would take. This sounded doable. You could begin in the sum-
mer to get schooling out of the way early, and in the end you could have
a job where you dressed nicely, maybe sat at your own desk, lived away
from parents, did not get married right away. The focus on individual
initiative was convincing, causing girls to temporarily believe that they
had the power to rise above the constraints against them. When I men-
tioned to the girls that at no time during the presentation or in any of
the written material we had been given were we told how much it would
cost to attend, Yolanda immediately put down her pizza and marched
across the room to ask a staff member about cost. She returned, “It’s
kinda a lot—eighteen thousand dollars for a sixteen-month program.
But the lady said that in the long run that’s cheaper than college. And
she said not to worry ’cause they give you scholarships and loans and
stuff. And you can pay it back real slow over time, after you get a good
job.”

Flor wasn’t with us that day because she had gone on the tour the
year before as a junior and had already made up her mind that she would
attend the business school. About two weeks before high school grad-
uation she went to the school to arrange payment, planning to begin her
course work in the summer. She came back astounded. “Do you know
how much it costs!? They’ll give you loans, but you have to pay all that
back! What am I gonna do? To apply to junior college now means that
I’d have ta pay another fifty dollars for another placement test. My mom
is gonna start crying if I tell her that.” As we headed toward the coun-
seling office to find applications for junior college, Flor wailed, “I don’t
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know how to do this. No one in my family’s ever gone to college.” In
the end, none of las chicas would attend the business school.

Michelle Fine (1991) provides a critique of proprietary schools (pri-
vate profit-making institutions) that offer curricula in such areas as busi-
ness, computing, secretarial skills, travel agent skills, and cosmetology
and present themselves as alternatives to the public sector. Such schools
advertise far and wide, make appealing promises, and deploy deceptive
techniques to recruit the most vulnerable youth. Students in these insti-
tutions are disproportionately low-income and from populations of
color.'®

I and many of my Midwestern high school friends attended such an
institution after high school, where we chose from impressive programs
with titles such as Private Executive Secretarial Science and Fashion
Merchandising, then landed jobs doing clerical and retail work. This
school indirectly acknowledged that students might be placed in low-
level jobs upon graduation, but worked to convince us that the differ-
ence between those of us with a certificate and those without was the
opportunity for mobility. The fashion merchandising certificate, in par-
ticular, held out the promise of mobility at a major department store
after “getting one’s foot in the door.” The brochure and the faculty
instilled the hope that after a short time doing retail, one could expect
to become a buyer for a department store and have a cosmopolitan life
flying about to major world cities, attending fashion shows. Fine names
this the “folklore of glamour and success,” which students find so com-
pelling in these schools’ unethical recruitment techniques.

Most importantly, as Fine found at the high school she studied, I
never heard students at Waretown High informed of or protected from
the questionable recruitment practices of such schools that disseminate
misleading information. When no critique is offered to assist students
in their decision making, high schools “perpetuate the prevailing belief
in their economic utility” (1991, 93). Though these students think they
are making a wise choice in seeking a two-year certificate instead of a
four-year degree, since two years is all the time and money they can
afford, they will still probably not end up with jobs that pay them
enough to support themselves and will quite likely go into debt as a
consequence of attending.
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HIGH SCHOOL TRACKS

Some girls felt tracked into a vocational curriculum. When I asked Yo-
landa about tracking, she’d never heard of it. But after I explained the
concept to her, she said:

Oh, yeah. That happened to me. This counselor told me to
take all the non-required classes. Now I’'m way behind in
English and math, so that is why I can’t go to a state school.
The counselor said I wasn’t ready. I heard she got fired for
that.

Blanca also hadn’t heard of tracking but recognized it upon explanation:

Oh, is that discrimination? *Cause then I have experienced
discrimination.

When I asked Lorena how she decided which courses to take, she ex-
plained:

Well, the counselor suggests something or sometimes a teacher
suggests what you are ready for.

When I pushed for why she had not been encouraged or did not choose
prep classes, she explained:

Well, college-prep classes are harder, and you have to write a
letter to get in or something. If the counselor sees you are
not smart, then they help you find the right classes. She’ll try
to find a way for you to get classes and meet requirements

to graduate without taking the hard ones.

I asked Flor how she came to be on the vocational business track.

Flor: Well I guess I musta chose the business track ’cause those are
the only classes I ever remember taking.

Julie: Did your parents encourage you to aim for college?

Flor: Oh, yes. It wasn’t like “Are you going to college?” It was “Of
course you are.”

Julie: Did they care which kind of college you went to?

Flor: No, just as long as I went. I’'m planning to go to business
school.

Other girls felt they had more actively chosen their course work.
Christina explained that her vocational course work began in ninth
grade when students were first allowed to choose an elective course. She
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chose a vocational elective work-experience “class” that allowed her to
do clerical work in the attendance office at the junior high for one class
period a day, with her aunt, a school employee. Overhearing me ask
Celia and Ramona if they recalled how they came to take vocational
courses instead of college-prep ones, Lucia asked, “What are prep clas-
ses?” When I explained these were the classes that people who want to
get into state schools or universities have to take, Ramona chimed in,
“Oh, the hard ones, the ones you don’t wanna take. Like chemistry,”
at which all three cringed. Likewise, Marycruz said, “I guess I just al-
ways liked business classes. They were something I could do, really easy.
I just like the basic stuff.”

When I asked Leticia her plan and how she felt about being in the
vocational curriculum, she said:

Well, it’s okay, because I just plan to go to the JC for a couple
years for general education courses. And then I wanted to go into
law. But I found out that law taked too long of schooling. I don’t
have enough money to go to school that long. So I checked out
paralegal, but didn’t like that as much. Pll just go to the JC now
and decide later.

Now that they were in their senior year, las chicas recognized that it
was too late to make up for the consequences of being in the vocational
curriculum. Consequently, their primary focus was on graduating from
high school, regardless of grades. If it was not necessary to pass a par-
ticular class to graduate, then little effort was invested. (“Oh, is there a
test in this class today?”) Girls experienced class-time assignments as
busywork, swapping their papers regularly in class, trading the calcu-
lations from each other’s cash flow charts in an accounting class and
answers on how to select, thaw, and cook meats from a nutrition class
assignment, for example. (“It’s not copying, it’s sharing.”) If class was
inconvenient, it was skipped. “Well we’re packin’ ’em in today,” the
teacher noted during a sixth period class that was half-empty. Blanca
had caught a ride home with Yolanda, who, with school permission, left
every day after fifth period to go to work. Without a car, Blanca would
have had to walk home if she didn’t leave early with Yolanda. And
Leticia, who hadn’t been in school at all the day before, explained, “My
mom needed the car yesterday ’cause she had to do something, and I
didn’t want to walk.”

Sometimes girls dealt with their anxiety about the future with a cer-
tain denial of the facts, a refusal to believe that things would not work
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out for them, a tone of self-determination. At one point Vince, a friend,
tried to talk Lorena out of going to the business school, saying, “What
are you going there for? That won’t do you no good. Look at my
brother. He went there, and look what he’s doin’ [warehouse work].
Trying to get out of debt.”

Lorena argued back, “Uh uh, they said they place 95 percent of their
students. He musta not done well.”

Vince argued, “He graduated with an A.”

But she replied defiantly, “Then it’s his fault for studying the wrong
thing. You can’t prove me wrong, I’'m Lorena.”

During other moments when girls stopped the fun to talk about their
futures, they became somber, anxious, and depressed. This happened
more frequently as graduation approached. Occasionally, girls were able
to articulate their dilemma. Yolanda, for example, explained that she
had wanted to go into law or international business.

Yolanda: But I know I won’t really do that. I mean, the girls and I were
talking the other day. We all listed the things we wanted to
do. And I said, it’s all bullshit. You guys know we ain’t really
gonna do any a that.

Julie: What are you going to do?

Yolanda: 1 don’t know. I don’t want to work as hard as my aunt [who
worked two retail sales jobs] to make enough money. I don’t
have to have a fancy job like a lawyer. I just want a simple
life. An okay car. I want just a pretty good life. No guys,
no one controlling me. But [asking sincerely] what kinda job
like that is there?

Yolanda implicitly recognized that there is no middle-income, non-
college-educated, working-class location for her to occupy, which leaves
her in a precarious situation. But given that school culture equates suc-
cess with college attendance and that failure to do well enough to go to
college is readily understood as an individual failure, las chicas were
often left with no one to blame but themselves.

Differential skills are learned across academic and vocational curric-
ulums. Where college-prep students learn “critical thinking, problem
solving, drawing conclusions, making generalizations, or evaluating or
synthesizing knowledge . . . [i]n vocational track classes students are re-
quired to learn only simple memory tasks or comprehension” (Oakes
1985, 77; and see Persell 1977). Many of las chicas were, in fact, good
students, earning high grades, but in a vocational curriculum. It is work-
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ing-class students and students of color who are tracked into the voca-
tional curriculum, thus institutionalizing race and class inequalities.

Vocational teachers expressed frustration about their dilemma as
non-prep teachers; they feel pressured to encourage their students to go
to college, yet this in turn pressures students to feel that they are failures
if they do not go—and most of their students will not. Ms. Howard
resolved the dilemma by focusing on self-esteem: “No matter what job
you have in life, you have to have a sense of positive self. If I can help
a kid feel better about him- or herself, then maybe they will do well in
an interview and get a job.” I also spoke about this with Mr. Young,
who genuinely liked and cared about las chicas.

Mzr. Young: Those teachers that equate success with college, they make
these vocational track kids feel like failures. It’s just not
realistic. There have to be workers at all levels; not everyone is
going to be rich. Not all students have college aspirations.
But, of course, if I say that, I get told it is racist. And society
has plenty of jobs for people without college degrees. Three of
my friends from high school didn’t go to college, and they
have decent incomes. My buddy Don, he works in construction.
He’s a contractor now. Steve works for the post office. And
Roy works at Sunrise grocery. That’s a union job with benefits.

Julie: But what about the girls from your class? They might get
lucky and get jobs at Sunrise, but the other grocery stores in
town aren’t unionized. The jobs most of the girls work now are
clerical or retail. Their jobs don’t pay as much as the ones
you’re describing.

Mr. Young: Well, that’s true. Most girls don’t choose these jobs.

Ms. Lambert, more sensitive to gender, spoke about what she called
“the college myth”:

... the idea that all kids need to go to college. The problem is
there are no alternatives offered for those who can’t. There
are a lot of warehouse jobs now, but those are jobs held
mostly by men, except for maybe a two-or-three-person clerical
staff. Some girls can get those jobs. It is just a myth that

there are all these jobs out there if people would just get trained.
They are not jobs you can live on. And there is no child care
at school or work. Girls are crucified. They are told to get

off welfare, but they can’t live on their wages. I don’t tell the
girls all this. But I am straight with them. That a job in

child care, for example, is a minimum-wage job without much
mobility.
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Both the school’s own internal discourse on race and ethnicity and
the wider social discourse on education in general suggest that there are
structural reasons why Mexican-American students don’t do as well as
their white counterparts, but las chicas were not always able to apply
this idea to themselves. In comparison to immigrant students who were
struggling to learn English and whose parents worked the worst jobs in
the community, las chicas seemed well-off. Further injury was inflicted
by the occasional poor and/or immigrant Mexican-American student
who did particularly well at school and therefore was a mystifying
source of confusion. School culture, and society more generally, loves
stories of exception, of people who defy the odds. These students are
held up as models to which all should aspire, and so much attention is
paid to exceptions that it is easy to forget those who make up the rule.
At times las chicas were proud that “one of ours” had done well, adding
to the collective self-esteem of the community, but at other times the
success of such a student was detrimental to the esteem of individuals.

There were also moments, as we will see, when las chicas recognized
full well that there were “rich” preps whose lives appeared easy by com-
parison to their own, giving them a class consciousness of sorts, al-
though always articulated through race. Their race-class consciousness
was relational, always shifting in accordance to who it was they were
comparing themselves to. These second-generation, settled-living, work-
ing-class students did not experience themselves as “poor,” were more
likely to call themselves “middle,” but recognized their difference from
the children of the professional middle class. Without a critical discourse
on class, they were unable to locate themselves more clearly in relation
to their various peers or to locate themselves historically in class terms
in relationship to parents and grandparents.

Many of las chicas described parents who were clear that “education
is important” and who recognized this for their daughters as much as
their sons. It was not the case for these second-generation Mexican-
American girls that parents presumed their daughters would fill tradi-
tional feminine roles. Families were well aware that dual incomes were
requisite. Girls described parents who were adamant that their child
attend school every day and finish high school, parents whose focus was
on their child not “getting into trouble.” But staying out of trouble long
enough to be able to finish high school would not guarantee a future
better than the one their parents had known. It might have meant that
for boys in an earlier industrial context, but for girls, a high school
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education does not (and never did) guarantee economic security. Parents
wanted their children to do better than they themselves had. It appeared
from girls’ accounts of their parents’ views that parents sometimes
wrongly assumed that a high school education would mean mobility,
compared to parents who had not graduated.

It is not the case that parents did not value education for their chil-
dren; they clearly did. Rather, the issue is one of social and cultural
capital, where working-class parents lack the social networks and skills
and knowledge to enable their child. Mariana, for example, was headed
for a vocational track when she went to her counselor in ninth grade
looking for “a club to join, just some way to meet friends.” The coun-
selor decided “that since I was Mexican, maybe I should join MESA
[Math, Engineering, and Science Achievement for minority students].”
Quite by accident Mariana was tracked upward and was now college-
prep. When I asked her about the difference between her parents and
the parents of her middle-class peers, she explained,

Well, they [her parents] can’t help me with my homework, ’cause
I’'m way ahead of them. And they didn’t know anything about
college applications, SATs, or college-prep courses. They didn’t
know the difference between the university and a junior college.
But they do now.

Further, some working-class parents did not necessarily recognize that
junior college and business school function as post-high school work-
ing-class tracks in a historical moment when it is widely understood that
high school is not enough. Parents tend to blame schools for not doing
well by their child, while schools blame parents. As one vocational
teacher quipped when he heard from a fellow teacher that a student’s
parent had called in to ask what she could do to help her daughter pass
a class, “You mean there’s actually a parent out there who cares?” Girls
feel doubly punished, by schools and parents, both of whom blame stu-
dents for not applying themselves. But no one speaks to the fact of
changing labor and declining wages that await this generation of stu-
dents, a problem that neither schools, parents, nor girls can solve.
Getting a high school diploma, not to mention a year of junior col-
lege, deceptively suggests mobility to las chicas and possibly to their
parents. But most girls wind up in low-wage clerical or retail jobs. In
comparison to mothers (and fathers) whose work was less than glam-
orous and sometimes dirty (cannery, factory, fields), working in an office
or behind a cash register in retail can indeed appear as mobility. It has
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been suggested that women who work in clean jobs, indoors, near man-
agement, wearing “dress up” clothes, have perhaps always been wrongly
perceived as middle-class by working-class standards (Willis 1977; Ort-
ner 1991). This confusion was made clear one day when I asked Flor
what she wanted to do for work after high school, and she said:

I don’t know. Maybe be a lawyer or a receptionist or something
like that. Somethin’ in an office.

2

Given the historic meanings of the category “working class,” as pre-
dominantly masculine manual labor, postindustrialism does make a U.S.
working class hard to locate, especially when so many women fill the
ranks.

Girls vacillated between understanding their dilemma, the circum-
stances of their lives that were resulting in precarious futures, and denial
about it. Most of the time they avoided talking about it, distracting
themselves with the details of girl culture. The face-saving game non-
preps played throughout senior year was to suggest that they were going
to business school so they could get done quickly and get a good job,
which they would then work while attending college. Or they would say
that they would go to the JC, just for a while, and then transfer to
college. While JCs are promoted by the school as a route to what stu-
dents understand as “real” college for those not on the college-prep
track in high school, this longer, more circuitous route was a difficult
one to follow. There were few to no stories of older siblings or friends
who had actually done either route. Going away to college is not a
possibility for most of these girls, and attending the local community
college is infantalizing, for it means continuing to live at home, contin-
uing to attend school in the town in which they grew up. In short, it
doesn’t feel much different from high school; hence the expression that
“junior college is high school with ashtrays.” Most girls told stories of
friends and siblings who attended junior college for a year or so before
giving it up and settling into a low-wage job.

ON ACTING WHITE

Mexican-American students did have a way in which they simultane-
ously recognized and displaced class, at times explaining differences
among themselves in racial/ethnic terms as “acting white” versus acting
“the Mexican role.” The class coding of these descriptions is revealed
when the categories are pushed only slightly. When I asked Lorena what
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she meant by “acting white,” she gave an animated imitation of a girl
she’d met at a Future Business Leaders of America (FBLA) meeting,
affecting a stereotypical “valley girl” demeanor and speech pattern:

Ohmigod, like I can’t believe I left my cell phone in my car. It
was so nice to meet you girls, do keep in touch.

Lorena perceived this sentiment as quite disingenuous since they had
just met. Indeed, part of working-class girls’ interpretation of preps
was that they were “fake”; their friendships were considered phony and
insincere, always working in the interests of social ambition. Lorena
went on,

I’'m going to play volleyball for Harvard next year.

Clearly “Harvard” was an exaggeration on Lorena’s part, but for her
any university may as well have been Harvard, as it was just as distant
a possibility. When I pointed out to her that she was using a “valley
girl” accent, she explained:

But it’s not just how they talk, it’s what they talk about. Like
“Let’s go shopping at Nordstrom’s.” They brag about their
clothes and cars.

I pushed for whether she thought preps really were purposefully brag-
ging or were just unaware of how their talk affected others around them.
She was convinced it was intentional: “They know. They brag.”

Erica, a Filipina-American girl who had been befriended by and ac-
cepted as one of las chicas confided to me, “There’s a lot of trashing of
white girls really, and Mexican girls who act white.” When I asked her
what she meant by “acting white,” her answer was straightforward:

Erica: The preps.
Julie: Not the smokers or the hicks or—
Erica: Oh, no, never smokers, basically preps.

At some level, the girls knew that “acting white” didn’t refer to whites
generally, but to preps specifically (that is, a middle-class version of
white), but class as a way of making distinctions among whites was not
easily articulated.'' The whites most visible to them were those who
inflicted the most class injuries, the preps. In fact, working-class whites
were invisible in their talk, unless I asked specifically about them. The
most marginalized, hard-living, working-class whites, known as the
smokers, were either unknown or perplexing to most Mexican-
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American students. As Mariana, a Mexican-American middle-class per-
former, said to me, almost exasperated:

I mean, they’re white. They’ve had the opportunity. What’s
wrong with them?

The utility or necessity of describing class performances in racial
terms as “acting white” is found in the difficulty all students had coming
up with a more apt way of describing class differences in a society in
which class discourse as such is absent. It is also found in the reality of
the lives of Mexican-American students for whom the fact that race and
class correlate (that people of color are overrepresented among the poor)
was highly visible. This is not to say that there is nothing racial/ethnic-
specific that might be named “acting white” outside of middle-classness,
but it was not made clear in girls’ talk what that might be.!?

In popular discourse, class is often not a present category of thought
at all or is considered temporary (a condition of immigration) and not
institutionalized. As a result, categories like race and gender, which ap-
pear to be essentially there, fixed, and natural, readily take the place of
class in causal reasoning rather than being understood as intertwined
with one another (for example, when class difference is read as sexual
morality). In other words, class appears in popular discourse, “just not
in terms we recognize as ‘about class’” (Ortner 1991, 170). Read
through gender and through race, class meaning is articulated in other
terms.

At times, race/ethnicity was understood and explained by students in
performance terms, as when whites were said to act Mexican and Mex-
icans to act white. Girls were able to delineate the contents of those
categories and the characteristics of the performances, which were class
coded. But, alternatively, one’s race performance was expected to cor-
respond to a perceived racial “essence,” marked by color and surname.
Understandings of race as a performance and as an essence existed si-
multaneously. Consequently, middle- or working-class performances
were perceived and read differently, depending on the race/ethnicity of
the performer and the reader. This is because class performances have
race-specific meanings linked to notions of “authentic” racial/ethnic
identity, where white is high or middle and brown is low. As one Mex-
ican-American girl said, “The cholos play the Mexican role.”

The common-sense way class and race codings work together is seen
when comparing the styles of working-class performers across race/eth-
nicity. White working-class youth expressed their overt rejection of prep
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norms by dressing down. They wore torn-up jeans and anything they
could find that seemed to oppositionally confront middle-class perform-
ers’ ideals of appropriate presentation of oneself, taking the fact that
they didn’t have the money to meet the ideal to an extreme. In contrast,
Mexican-American students employed a different oppositional strategy.
Since brown is always already a code for low economic status, dressing
down was not part of their defiant style. Cholos’ clean look, their crisp
and perfectly ironed Dickie brand work clothing and starched white
T-shirts, and cholas’ perfect hair and makeup represented an effort to
defy the color/poverty link at the same time that it refused white middle-
class norms by rejecting the prep version.'3

The notion of racial/ethnic authenticity is a discursive resource mo-
bilized to perform the work of constructing racial/ethnic boundaries,
boundaries that are inevitably class coded. In short, race and class are
always already mutually implicated and read in relationship to one an-
other. But when class is couched in race and ethnicity, and vice versa, it
impairs our understanding of both social forces. Not only do we fail to
learn something about class as a shaper of identity, but further, because
of the conflation, we fail to learn much about the existence of racial/
ethnic cultural forms and experience across class categories.

MIDDLE-CLASS CHOLA PERFORMANCES

This leads me to the examples of Ana and Rosa and their friends, who
were exceptions to the class-origin-equals-class-performance rule. When
students perform class identities that do not correspond with those of
their families of origin, there is a negotiation between their inherited
identity from home and their chosen public identity at school. For Mex-
ican-American girls this negotiation was quite complicated. They strug-
gled with the meanings of and links between class mobility, assimilation,
and racial politics or identification where income, what kind of work
parents did (such as agricultural or warehouse work), generation of im-
migration, skin color, and Spanish fluency were key signifiers that then
became the weapons of identity politics, used to make claims to authen-
ticity and accusations of inauthenticity.

Friendship groups were clearly shaped by class and race performance.
While girls were largely unable to articulate their performances in race-
class terms, they knew that each group preferred different styles and that
friendships were organized around presentation of physical self. The
class origin/class performance correlation existed with few exceptions.
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A handful of girls were outliers, third-generation Mexican-American,
from professional middle-class families, whose style and presentation of
self were consistent with las chicas, even though they attended college-
prep classes and planned to go to state schools. They were differentiated
from another small group, college-prep Mexican-American girls who,
like white preps, wore little or no makeup, whose dress was less gender-
coded, and who were heavily involved in school activities. These Mex-
ican-American college-prep girls rejected chola style as “trouble.” They
perceived las chicas as too allied to boys in gangs; las chicas perceived
them as too nerdy and straight.

Ana and Rosa’s small crowd were transgressors of a kind. They had
each individually struggled to find their place in this race-class meaning
system. They had grown up in white neighborhoods and gone to ele-
mentary schools that were primarily white and where, as Rosa ex-
plained, “I knew I was different, because I was brown.” In junior high,
which was less segregated, some of them began performing chola style
and were “jumped in” to a gang. When I asked Ana why, she explained
that she hated her family.

Ana: My mom wanted this picture perfect family, you know. And I
just hated it.

Julie: What do you mean by a perfect family?

Ana: You know, we had dinner at night together, and everything
was just okay. She was so happy. And I hated that. My life was
sad; my friends’ lives were sad.

Julie: Why were they sad?

Ana: One friend’s mom was on welfare, the other didn’t know who
her dad was. Everything was wrong in their families.

As she described class differences between herself and her friends, she
struggled for the right words to describe it. And as Lorena sought to
describe the difference between herself and her friend Ana, she too
searched for words:

Well, in junior high she was way down kinda low, she got in
with the bad crowd. But in high school she is higher up kinda.
I mean not as high as Patricia is [another middle-class
performer] but she’s not as low as she used to be.

Lorena’s perception of Ana as high-but-low was shaped by Ana’s
crossover style and the fact that in some sense she had earned her low
status by performing chola identity and gang-banging. Although by the
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time I had met Ana, Rosa, and Patricia, they had accepted the cultural
capital their parents had to give them, were now college-prep, and had
been admitted to four-year colleges, they were still friends with las chicas
and still dressed and performed the kind of race-class femininity that las
chicas did. In this way they distanced themselves from preps and coun-
tered potential accusations of acting white. In short, their style con-
founded the race-class equation and was an intentional strategy. By de-
sign, they had middle-class aspirations without assimilation to prep,
which for them meant white, style. It went beyond image to politics, as
they participated in MEChA (Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Az-
tlan) and tried to recruit las chicas to participate too. In fact, when I
went along on the bus ride to tour the business school with las chicas,
I was surprised to find that Ana, Rosa, and Patricia came along. I asked
why they had come along since they had already been accepted to four-
year schools. Rosa responded, “Because we’re with the girls, you know;
we have to be supportive, do these things together.”

Mexican-American girls’ friendships crossed class performance
boundaries more often than white girls’ did because there was a sense of
racial alliance that drew them together, both in an oppositional relation
to white students at school and through activities outside of the school
in the Mexican-American community. Further, Mexican-American girls
were also far more pained by the divisions among themselves than white
girls ever were (an aspect of whiteness that can seem invisible). There
was a recognition among Mexican-American girls of the need to present
a united front, and this was particularly acute among girls who were
politicized about their racial/ethnic identity and participated in MEChA.
For white girls, competition among them (over heterosexual relation-
ships or class performance or whatever issue) did not threaten them as
a racial/ethnic minority community; there was (usually) no superordi-
nate goal or outside threat they could see that would necessitate their
solidarity on racial grounds. For the most part, their whiteness was in-
visible to them, though, as we will see, there were times when whiteness,
like brownness, functioned as a source of implied solidarity.

In spite of the fact that cross-class friendships were more likely, still
class differences were salient among Mexican-American girls, as evi-
denced in Lorena’s description of Ana, and in descriptions working-class
performers gave of MEChA, if they knew what it was at all, as “for
brainy types,” since it was understood as a college-prep activity. Some
of las chicas did join MEChA, but they typically played inactive roles.
When I asked Yolanda about it, she had this to say:
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Well, we joined, but it’s not the same for me as it is for Patricia
’cause her mom is educated and all. She’s real enthusiastic about
it. You know, she’s going to college and will do it there. But like
Lorena and me, we can’t always make it to the meetings. They’re
at lunch time, and I have to go to work then, or I want to at least
get some lunch before I go to work.

Yolanda and Lorena both had vocational work-experience “class” the
last two periods of school, which allowed them to leave school early
and receive school credit for working. Patricia expressed some frustra-
tion with las chicas’ failure to be very involved, as she and the other
college-prep MEChA members struggled to find ways to reach la raza,
to get the people to come to the functions they organized.

Further, the politicized racial/ethnic identity MEChA offered allowed
Ana, Rosa, Patricia, and their friends to be middle-class performers and
not deracinate. MEChA offers bicultural identity by making it possible
for middle-class performers to do well in school and yet maintain a
political-cultural racial/ethnic identity. Ironically, although MEChA, at
least as it existed at Waretown High, embraced a working-class, com-
munity-based agenda, it served middle-class performers, those who were
already tracked upward, more than it did a working-class base. It ap-
pealed less to working-class performers whose racial identity was more
secure and who were less vulnerable to accusations of acting white. Be-
cause it was understood as a college-prep activity (originating in the
university and promoting higher education), MEChA was therefore in-
timidating to working-class performers, who experienced class-injury in
relationship to it. Class difference stood in the way of the racial alliance
MEChA students desired, but it was not understood as such.

If class differences were salient at times among or within Mexican-
American student groups, despite cross-class friendships and a sense of
racial alliance, those differences were not often articulated as class.
Rather, they were expressed as issues of assimilation (who was more or
less “traditional”), language fluency, gang antagonism, and acting
white. In Ana’s and Rosa’s attempts to understand their place in a social
order where race/ethnicity and poverty correlate more often than not,
the salience of color and ethnicity was so integral to their identity for-
mation that they felt compelled to perform working-class identity at
school as a marker of racial/ethnic belonging, and to avoid accusations
of acting white. As Rosa explained:

The Mexican Mexicans, they aren’t worried about whether they
are Mexican or not.
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Ironically, while las chicas sometimes explained college-prep Mexi-
can-American students in terms of acting white, las chicas themselves
were at times accused of acting white by immigrant students. Lupita,
who had immigrated at age thirteen, articulated the sentiments of her
peers:

The immigrants don’t get along with the Chicanos sometimes be-
cause they come here and they don’t feel accepted. It is hard for
them to be poor here because in Mexico they maybe weren’t.
They owned houses. Here they meet people who look like them
and who have last names like them, but they act different; it
seems like they are trying to be white. Sometimes the Mexicans
think they are better because they are pure Mexican, better than
the mixing of generations or colors. But I can understand how the
Chicanos feel too. They don’t know who they really are. They are
confused because Mexicans don’t accept them, because maybe
they don’t speak Spanish, and Americans don’t accept them be-
cause they are Mexican. Sometimes they say they are better be-
cause they are American citizens. No one thinks through it logi-
cal. They fight instead.

Lupita herself was an “exception,” coming from a poor family but
performing middle-class school-sanctioned femininity and on her way
to a university education. At times her friends were proud of her, “They
want to sit next to me ’cause I’'m smart, and they think I can help them
do well.” At other times she had been hurt by their defensive strategy
for coping with race-class injury, which was to accuse her of acting
white, abandoning her community. This was a weapon they used to heal
their own injury by minimizing her achievement.

One afternoon I sat cross-legged on the floor with Rosa in her parents’
large home, which was located in a primarily white middle-class neigh-
borhood, and observed the strands of her life. As she described her plans
for college, she pulled a box out of her closet, full of Teen Angel mag-
azines, her own “prison art” drawings, and a photo of the young man
in prison she’d written to for a year. On the wall behind her was a poster
of Cesar Chavez and another advertising a PBS special on the Mexican-
American Civil Rights Movement. Earlier in the day I had spoken with
a teacher who sat on a gang task force in the community. When I asked
him what he thought was the reason Waretown students joined gangs,
he assumed I meant boys. He admitted he didn’t really have a good
answer, but then offered a lengthy, contradictory, and dubious expla-

» «

nation that included causal factors such as “family breakdown,” “cul-

tural difference,” and “oh, racial oppression, too.” When I asked him
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specifically about girls in gangs, he responded, “Oh, well, they are just
trying to learn how to be young women,” and his discussion of them
centered on teen pregnancy. There was, of course, so much more to Rosa
than that. But he could only see her as gendered; the salience of her race/
ethnicity and class identity was left without comment.

Rosa and Ana are only two examples of a handful of middle-class
girls whose working-class performance resulted from their struggle over
racial/ethnic belonging and the meaning of being Mexican-American.
And, unlike Ana and Rosa, those whose non-prep performance included
early maternity also suffered the consequence of gender politics, with
their potential mobility out of their working-class performance ham-
pered further by their being young mothers.

Yvette and Erica are two girls from middle-class origins whose work-
ing-class performance would not be easily escaped. Yvette, whose white
mother and Mexican-American father were divorced, had grown up
with her mother and white stepfather, who worked in middle-class pro-
fessional occupations. During junior high she began to resent her step-
father’s attempts at parenting her and chose to move to Waretown to
live with her settled-living blue-collar father. At this time she reported
that she “became Mexican,” began speaking in broken-English, and
performed chola style. In my first weeks at the school, when T asked
teachers to help me locate some of the cholas with the most difficult
lives, ironically Yvette was identified by teachers as one who was “very
hard” and whom they thought I would not be able to penetrate. She
had achieved an authentically believable hard-core chola performance,
and teachers knew nothing of her white and middle-class past.

Erica, a Filipina-American girl, told me her family had lived in a
middle-class white neighborhood when they first moved to Waretown
and she had been grade school friends with many of the girls who were
now preps at the high school. After a series of incidents in their neigh-
borhood that the family came to understand as racially motivated, they
moved to a primarily Mexican-American and lower-income neighbor-
hood. There were no other Filipinas in her age group at the school she
attended, and the white smokers became her new peer group for a short
time. But before long the salience of her brown color resulted in her
befriending Mexican-American students instead. Erica too “became
Mexican,” performing chola style, and in the end becoming one of las
chicas.

Both Yvette and Erica did finish high school, but on the vocational
track. These girls demonstrate both class and race as performance and
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performative. They “chose” from the limited identities made available
by cultural discourses on race and class that tend to meld these two
together in specific ways. Moreover, racialization and racism pushed the
girls in particular directions when they were self-fashioning an identity,
and the salience of geography and the demographics of community can-
not be underestimated. Erica reported that since no Filipina identity
option was available to her within her public peer culture, she traveled
from a white middle-class to a white working-class and finally to a Mex-
ican-American working-class identity, stating explicitly that she was
most comfortable with friends who understood “just being brown.”
Even though she began with middle-class cultural capital, explicit racism
caused Erica’s family to move and instigated her downwardly mobile
path. Color shaped her decision to “become Mexican” in a community
where to be brown and middle-class was largely incongruous. The fact
that these girls made conscious decisions about their racial identities
made them aware, on some level, of the malleability (or, more strongly,
the falsehood) of racial authenticity and the fact that racial identities
can be performed. Their knowledge of this was reflected in their dis-
course on acting white. What is important to note is that these racial
performances were simultaneously class performances, but because of
the absence of class discourse the girls’ subjective experience was that
of performing only a racial identity.

EDUCATED IN ROMANCE?

Overall, las chicas’ race-class performance of femininity was read by
their peers, and at times by their teachers, as a marker of heterosexual in-
terest and sexual practice. It is an easy equation to assume that las chicas’
girl culture, lack of interest in schooling, and poor school performance
are a consequence of the fact that as girls they have been “educated in
romance,” that potentially higher aspirations were sidetracked by girls’
socialization in romance and relationship (Holland and Eisenhart 1990).

But this suggested sequence of causality is, once again, a consequence
of envisioning girls as only gendered, failing to see their gender perform-
ances as race- and class-specific. Rather, their working-class location,
informed by racial formation, leads them to a vocational track, and their
rejection of middle-class prep norms takes a gender-specific form. Iron-
ically, the tendency to see working-class girls as shaped most by gender
may occur precisely because of the particular working-class racialized
version of femininity they are performing. We will see that working-
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class white girls as well are perceived as sexualized; thus class differ-
ences, performed in race-specific ways, are often wrongly understood as
primarily about gender and a difference of sexual morality between
“good girls” and “bad girls.” Instead, choices about appearance, girls’
use of gender-specific commodities, are one way they negotiate meanings
and construct distinctions among themselves in a race- and class-
stratified society.

The year I was at the school, the film about the late Tejana music
star Selena was being made, and rumor had it that the producers were
searching the country for a girl to play the young version of Selena in
the film. Las chicas reported stories of younger sisters pleading with their
parents to take them to L.A. to try out. The lure that glamorous occu-
pations such as dancers, actresses, pop singers, and models have on teen
girls is commonly known (McRobbie 1991, 1994; Walkerdine 1997).
But, as Valerie Walkerdine explains, viewing girls’ attraction to such
stardom only through a gendered lens, which interprets girls as victims
of male-dominated culture, misses the class dimension of the draw. In
particular, Walkerdine argues against a narrow view that young girls
are merely victims, eroticized and exploited, and wants to consider as
well (but not instead) their own participation. Aside from what fantasies
of sexuality are projected onto them by the male gaze, she asks, what
fantasies belong to the girls? Likewise, Angela McRobbie (1984) notes
that teenybop culture and the fantasy of fame is far less boring than the
menial labor or vocational schooling that working-class girls have to
look forward to. Middle-class girls for whom school success is a realistic
possibility and who are going on to college and career do have some-
thing to look forward to and may be less drawn to the lure of glamour
industries as an escape from economic dependency or a crappy job. But
for working-class girls, being looked at still presents one of the only
ways in which they can escape from the routines of domestic drudgery
or poorly paid work (Walkerdine 1997, 142). The body has long been
the only raw material or capital with which impoverished and working-
class women have to work.'* When girls reject schooling for glamour,
they may resist their class oppression in a very gender-specific way,
but—not unlike Paul Willis’s (1977) lads—this also works to secure
their subordinate place in the class hierarchy, because most of them, of
course, will not become stars.

It is far too simple to treat what appears to be a sexualized version
of femininity for working-class girls, and girls of color in particular, as
a consequence of competitive heterosexuality and gender-subordinate



94 Working-Class Chicas, Working-Class Lives

learning in which working-class girls have an “emphasized femininity”
(Connell et al. 1982)—especially when narratives of romance were
largely missing from girls’ accounts of themselves. Such an analysis
would suggest that middle-class (school-sanctioned) femininity is “nor-
mal.”

And while school personnel at times explained working-class Mexi-
can-American girls’ gender performance as a consequence of “their”
culture, an assumed real ethnic cultural difference in which women are
expected to fulfill traditional roles and/or are victims of machismo and
a patriarchal culture, the girls’ generational status—in two senses—was
not taken into account. Firstly, las chicas, are a generation of girls lo-
cated in a historical context of dual-wage families, and they did not
describe parents who had traditional roles in mind for their daughters.
All of their mothers worked, and it was clear that dual incomes were
requisite for a family economy. Secondly, they are second-generation
Mexican-Americans, young women who have no intention of submit-
ting to traditional gender ideologies, although they perceived first-
generation girls and their families as “more traditional” in this way.

Las chicas’ girl culture worked as a refusal of schooling and of mid-
dle-class prep norms. Girls who did not meet prep norms operated in
alternative symbolic economies in which they earned and wore different
“badges of dignity” that symbolically healed their race and class injuries.
Girls like Lorena and her friends, who did not have the cultural (class
and ethnic) capital that would enable them to be successful as defined
by the institution, rejected the version of femininity performed by preps,
the one most sanctioned by the school, and were simultaneously opting
out and being tracked out of the game preps could more easily win. And
for middle-class girls like Ana and Rosa, whose cultural capital would
presumably mean a prep performance would come more easily, the as-
sociation of school-sanctioned femininity with “whiteness” was a reason
to reject it for a racial/ethnic identity that is coded “low.” In the end,
las chicas’ particular race-class gendered performance helps to entrench
them in subordinate class futures. Becoming exactly the kind of labor
capital cannot refuse, they enter low-paying sex-segregated jobs right
out of high school, or enter certificate programs at local community
colleges that still land them in low-wage jobs. And, at times, they enter
early maternity.



CHAPTER 4

Hard-Living Habitus,
Settled-Living Resentment

I went into Waretown High with the by now tired race-class-gender
mantra that characterized the scholarship of my generation of graduate
education firmly in one hand and my desire to foreground (but not priv-
ilege) class and to come to some understanding of class as a cultural
identity in relationship to race/ethnicity, gender, and sexuality in the
other. I was both pleased and surprised when an event that marked
students’ understandings of cultural distinctions based on class occurred
on one of my first days at the school. At the time, I did not yet have a
full understanding of the informal hierarchy among students or of which
girls belonged to which clique, but this event was illuminating.

A group of white girls from the college-prep class I'd been visiting
were seated at a table in the library talking. I joined them and asked a
few questions about the projects they were working on. It was the first
class of the morning, and the air smelled of papaya and coconut from
girls’ hair still damp with the residue of cream rinse. One girl was ap-
plying translucent orange-scented lip gloss, which she then offered to
others. On the table lay issues of Seventeen, Glamour, Redbook, and
Vogue. The girls were cutting letters of the alphabet out of magazines
to decorate the covers of their newly finished assignment. Each girl had
researched on the Internet, in the library, and by mail and phone the
college she hoped to attend next year and had written a report about
that school, its virtues, expenses, and deadlines for admission. I asked
Lisa why she had chosen her particular school: “Because I would really
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like to play soccer for a private Christian college.” Another girl had
chosen to bypass her undergraduate school of choice altogether and
write her report on the institution she planned to attend for graduate
school.

A teacher, Ms. Ryan, walked over and sat down, saying, “How are
my girls? T don’t see you anymore; you never come visit me.” She had
taught an English literature course these girls took the year before. The
girls were happy to have her company at their table, and they engaged
in a long conversation with her about her recent dating experiences.
Students and teacher interacted informally, much as friends, and it was
an interesting moment of cross-generational female culture, as the
teacher went on about how a man she’d gone on a first date with left
her house late one night only to call her a few hours later to say his car
had broken down. She had feared for her safety, refusing to go where
he said he was and had called Triple-A to assist him instead. She went
on with some prodding by one of the girls to explain why her previous
boyfriend didn’t work out, because of his lack of desire to be a father
to her child. The teacher turned the conversation to one of the girls,
asking, “Are you still in love with your guy?” The response was yes,
and the girl, Stephanie, explained that he was going to a college in an-
other state on an athletic scholarship, while she would be attending a
school here. Ms. Ryan responded, “Well, you better tell him to keep his
eyes closed for two years.” Another girl, Leslie, responded, “Yeah, you
know how men are.”

As she told of these episodes in her life and cautioned them, the girls
and I all nodded knowingly at appropriate points in recognition of
women’s vulnerabilities. A girl named Diana pushed for more details
about Ms. Ryan’s new boyfriend.

Diana: So are you going to see him again? What’s he like?
Ms. Ryan: Well, he’s real nice. He asked me to go to Monterey with him.
He said he’d get a room for himself and a separate one for
me so we could just spend the night. He lives between here and
there, but said he would come pick me up. Then he asked if I
wanted to go for a casual ride in the convertible or more formal
in the Mercedes.

Diana: Oh, this sounds too good to be true. He’s probably married.
You know, you hear these stories on talk shows.

Ms. Ryan: Well, Pm quite a sleuth, and ’'m pretty sure he’s not married.
I’'m not sure it could ever work out though. I can’t leave
Waretown, and I don’t think he’d want to move here. He asked
if there was anything to do here, and so I had to explain to
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him that this is [under her breath] a white-trash town. But
then given my income, I guess ’'m one of them [laughing].

Diana: Yeah, well with my mom’s income I guess we are too! [All
were laughing and nodding their heads knowingly. I learned
later that Diana’s parents were now divorced; her father,
who was an engineer, had moved to another state, and her
mother’s computer software business was failing.] But at least
one day we won’t be.

Ms. Ryan: You guys will be okay. At least you can go home and study.
Some of these kids don’t have a clue.

The personal nature of the conversation, Ms. Ryan’s reference to “my
girls,” the way they distanced themselves from the category “white
trash” and were aided in doing so by the teacher, all confirmed to me
that these girls were middle-class performing preps. In short, they were
“teacher’s pets.” In her interviews with working-class white and black
women about their school memories, Wendy Luttrell (1993) found that
the category “teacher’s pet” worked as a common-sense way that
women understood class, race, and gender inequalities. The category is
an example of just the kind of “displacement” that Sherry Ortner (1991)
speaks to. The women knew that teacher’s pets were not haphazardly
chosen, but were social types, marked by class-specific performances of
femininity and the ability to meet normative standards of beauty, in-
cluding skin color. Teachers’ approval of such girls was a “celebration
of social injustice” along multiple axes (Luttrell 1993). “Teacher’s pet”
was not a term used by the girls I spoke with, but the category “preps”
served a parallel purpose.

While this episode began as a telling moment of gender culture and
socialization, it turned quickly into a study of class meanings and cul-
tural belonging. The distinction between class as an economic category
and class as a cultural difference (i.e., cultural capital) was not lost on
the girls, as they found humor in the suggestion that Diana and their
teacher could be, according to economic criteria, white trash. They knew
full well that the teacher and Diana’s mother, although they might have
been relatively economically poor, were not culturally poor.

“I’M THE ONE WHO DESERVES AN AWARD”

Over the course of the year I came to know well the students who were
referred to as trash.! During the awards ceremony held at the end of
the year to honor high academic achievers (see chapter 3), I watched the
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event in the gym for a while and then attempted to wander into the
adjoining lunchroom. A teacher at the door stopped me, saying, “You’ll
have to sit down until the ceremony is over.” Based on my attire, she
perceived me to be a student. I explained that I wasn’t, and upon closer
inspection she concurred and apologized, letting me pass. As with pep
rallies and other school day functions, to ensure control over the student
body during such an event, all students were required to be in the build-
ing, either in the gym, to watch the event, or in the lunchroom. There
the students who had no interest in the activity hung out.

This awards ceremony, along with other ceremonies and pep rallies,
was viewed resentfully by working-class performers as a force-fed school
celebration of preps. Seated at several of the lunch tables were groups
of Mexican-American girls, bored, talking, waiting to be released from
this holding facility. Near them in one corner of the room stood a group
of cholos. In an opposite corner stood a group of hicks, boys and girls,
also waiting for release. And in yet another corner of the room was a
group of “smokers,” some of the guys passing the time playing Hackey-
Sack. From that corner of the room Tara waved me over. [ was prepared
for her usual routine, which was to gesture from afar that she was happy
to see me but to close down once I got near. Tara was flattered by and
happy with my attention, yet afraid of it. I began to walk toward her,
and surprisingly she met me halfway, saying, “Hey, wha’s up?” She was
wearing torn-up jeans with long johns poking through and, as usual,
her combat boots. Looking out of place in contrast to her black leather
biker jacket, a wilting sunflower was stuck in the rubber band that held
her hair back. A few others from the crowd clustered around us. Nick,
a slight boy wearing a Black Sabbath T-shirt, began explaining animat-
edly that a couple of hicks wanted to fight him and a friend of his. He
went on, “I’'m not worried though, [but clearly he was] ’cause all those
guys [pointing to his crowd] would back me up.” Tara reassured him,
“Damn right they would.” Again Nick expressed concern, “I don’t pro-
mote fighting though.”

Wendy joined us, saying to Tara, “Hey, I need a loan. My friend
needs a cigarette.” Tara put her hand in the pocket of her jacket and
then craftily passed Wendy a cigarette, keeping it concealed in her hand.
Then looking over her shoulder, she feigned concern, “Oh shit, a UA
[unit administrator] is right there.” She turned to me to say that Lana,
a friend of hers whom she had told me about and whom I had been
wanting to meet, was at school today after having been absent for a few
weeks while her baby was hospitalized. Tara suggested the three of us
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go find her, and we managed to slip out the door without being noticed
by any teachers. As we walked, I turned to Wendy and asked, “So, did
you go to the prep awards ceremony?” She appreciated my recognition
of what the ceremony was really about and responded, “Yeah. I stood
in the door for a minute, but I got bored,” then added angrily, “Man,
I did bad here until this year. 'm doing good now. I think I’'m the one
who deserves an award.”

Until this year, Wendy had been flunking out of school. In fact, she’d
missed almost a whole year. The day I met her she said hesitantly, “My
life is unique,” and then went on to describe her life in terms of the series
of places she had lived since running away from home, pausing and
glancing at my face for judgment between describing each episode.
Wendy’s mother worked the cash register during the night shift at a
convenience store. She had been accused of stealing from the store and
laid off temporarily, although later she was found innocent and got her
job back. During the layoff she brought a stepfather into the house,
which Wendy believed was less for love than money. Before his arrival,
Wendy said, she and her mother had been like best friends. They were
in a bowling league together. They lived in a trailer in the front yard of
a relative’s rural home and shared its one bedroom: Wendy slept in it at
night, and her mom had covered the windows with cardboard so she
could sleep during the day. When the stepfather came into their lives,
they were able to rent a small house with two bedrooms. But he worked
a night job too, and there was a lot of stress around sleep and money.
Wendy explained, “He used to come into my room and tell me he was
going to leave my mom, ’cause we were all fucked up. Making me cry
seemed to make him feel better.”

Wendy began flunking her classes and subsequently skipping school.
She spent days getting stoned with Lonny, a boy she met at the county
fair, who had flunked out of high school after a head injury at his con-
struction job. Wendy’s mom came home early from work one morning,
at 6:00 A.M., to find Wendy and Lonny sleeping in bed together. “We
really were just sleeping. We never had sex. It wasn’t that kind of rela-
tionship.” Over a period of time, her mom came to blame Lonny for
Wendy’s missing school, smoking dope, and flunking out. The situation
came to a head, and her mom threatened him: “Stay out of my daugh-
ter’s life.” Shortly after, Wendy ran away. She lived with Lonny in his
camper for a while and then in a friend’s closet for a few days until the
friend’s parents found her and kicked her out. She then planned to live
in a fort in some trees near the river, and her friend agreed to bring her
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food. But she was afraid, and so in desperation she contacted her bio-
logical father. He had left her mother when she was pregnant with
Wendy, and she had met him for the first and last time four years ago.
The father arranged for Wendy to live with his sister, her aunt. Given
this life history and the fact that she is now “clean” (stopped smoking
pot) and is managing to come to school every day, missing only one
class or so a week, Wendy felt she was more deserving of an award than
the students who were receiving them.

WHITE WORKING-CLASS INVISIBILITY

The smokers, or rockers, were all but invisible at Waretown High. In
fact, I didn’t discover them until after I'd been at the school for several
weeks. Some students had mentioned them in their description of the
peer hierarchy, but I never saw them in classes or hallways or anywhere,
it seemed. As one girl described them, “The rockers hang out behind
the school. They wear a lotta black. I walk by them on my way to my
car at lunch. Sometimes they ask me for a cigarette, and when I say I
don’t smoke, they look at me like “Then what are you doing here?’”
When I asked her if she knew any of the families they came from and
what their parents might do for work, she explained, “I don’t think they
are really poor, but they are not like regular, in the middle, either,”
suggesting a category in between for which she did not have a name,
while naming her own settled-living working-class family as “regular”
and “middle.”

The smokers were hard to find because they were the most margin-
alized geographically at the school. They hung out on the farthest edge
of the school grounds, across the softball field near some bleachers that
are far from the school buildings. This was, in part, because they smoke,
and this location provided them the most protection from the school
security officer. If he did show up, they could leave the school grounds
and cross the street to where they could legitimately smoke. Where preps
carried backpacks to school, las chicas and alternatives carried purses.
But smokers, like chola/os, carried nothing at all. Moreover, in class
they never took off their coats, which symbolically marked their lack of
connection to schooling (Eckert 1989), their desire to be elsewhere, and
their anticipation that they might ditch at any moment.

The smokers were marginal discursively as well. When I asked teach-
ers and counselors to direct me toward students from low-income fam-
ilies, they automatically listed special programs for immigrant students
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as classrooms to visit. I had to explicitly ask for recommendations of
white students from low-income families. But school personnel were
often incapable of naming who those students might be or where they
might be found. When I asked if it was possible that there simply were
no or very few white students who were from low-income families, I
was quickly assured that this was not the case. “There are plenty of poor
white families in Waretown,” explained one counselor. But she was still
unable to tell me where I might find these students or to name any.

I found that talking about the class differences among students was
considered taboo among most adults at the school. In fact, when I asked
counselors about particular students’ parents, what kind of jobs and
income they had, they were very guarded. One counselor immediately
referred me to a school administrator. Statistics on the class differences
among students, such as parents’ income, were not kept and were
therefore not correlated with school achievement the way that race/eth-
nicity and gender were. The only information the school had on parents’
income was that which was needed for the free and reduced-cost lunch
program. But this information was not used for any other purpose, and
no one asked whether there might be some utility in correlating income
with school achievement. Talking about a student’s racial/ethnic or gen-
der status, on the other hand, was quite acceptable, presumably because
those characteristics of a student are considered more obvious and can-
not be concealed (though this is not necessarily true). Revealing either
the taboo, or perhaps merely the uncertainty of what language to use to
talk about class, one counselor made reference to “low-income fami-
lies,” almost whispering the words as if describing someone as low-
income was an insult in and of itself. After I used the term “socioeco-
nomic status” in our conversation, she switched to using it as well,
appearing to be more comfortable with this more neutral-sounding
term.

The smokers were more marginal physically and discursively than the
cholo/as, who hung out very near the school buildings, the building that
housed the Spanish language courses in particular. The focus in both
the media and schools in recent years on “gang problems” meant that
cholo/as were considered a potential threat to be kept under control,
while the smokers, their white counterpart, for better and/or worse, had
far less visibility. It is worth noting, however, that these hard-living
whites shared characteristics often labeled typical of gangs, such as re-
liance on each other as an alternative or surrogate family for solidarity
and support, a very age-heterogeneous friendship network based on
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neighborhoods more than school activities, and strong ties to young
adults outside of high school who provide links to working-class jobs
and/or a route into the illegal drug economy.

HARD-LIVING HABITUS

At the bottom of the peer hierarchy among white students, the smokers
overtly rejected schooling and middle-class norms by association. Pe-
nelope Eckert (1989) provides a useful description of the differences
between working- and middle-class orientations toward school. For
preps, equivalent to the “jock” category in her Midwestern study, being
positively evaluated and rewarded at school comes easily, as home
matches school, and parents match teachers, in important ways. In both
places an orientation toward verbal and literary skills is a key part of
middle-class culture. Consequently, for preps school is a home away
from home, demonstrated by their being located at the geographic center
of the school, as well as by their center-stage role in extracurricular
activities and success in the curriculum. Non-preps, or “burnouts” in
Eckert’s study, are marginal both physically and socially at the school.
Where preps focused on school dances, games, and school functions,
non-preps organize activities outside.

Most importantly, students learn how to be managers and subordi-
nates. Preps learn to manage others at school, and this occurred at Ware-
town primarily through prep monopoly of the student government and
its activities, but also through their star roles in the arts and sports. In
this way preps enjoy an “adult prerogative of autonomy within the
school” and are prepared for analogous adult roles (Eckert 1989, 90).
Preps defined who it is that extracurricular school functions are by, for,
and about. As non-prep students routinely explained, “The preps are
the school.” When I asked, “According to who?,” I was told, “Accord-
ing to them, to teachers, to everyone.” Preps learn a sense of entitlement
from the school, which endorses these power relations among peers by
honoring high achievers, making them visible as good examples, and by
assuming that students individually choose membership in prep or non-
prep categories.

Non-preps learn they have a subordinate status and routinely resist
their subordination by refusing to participate in those activities orga-
nized by preps, like pep rallies, lunchtime lip-sync contests, and the like.
As Sam explained when I asked her if she was planning to go to an
upcoming school dance:
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We aren’t the kind of people who go to that stuff. The popular
ones go.

Wendy: Yeah, people with names like Harrell and Gaffney [listing well
known family names in the community].

Preps were understood as “popular,” which was not so much about
popularity with the student body as with the school, which meant they
were favored by teachers and administrators. Non-prep performers var-
iously viewed preps as unadult and childlike for being involved in school
activities or, since such involvement included closer relationships to
teachers and administrators, as “goody-goodies” or “suck ups.” As
Wendy put it, when asked to describe preps:

Those are the people who try to be in everything. They wear
dressy clothes. They are all going to be something great you
know.

Viewing preps through her lens rather than “the school’s,” Starr added:

Nobody knows or cares what those people do.

Lacking in cultural capital and performing poorly, the smokers had
little interest in the academic dimension of school. A spectrum of ex-
perience at home and in their neighborhood created a disposition among
the smokers, a way of apprehending the world (Bourdieu’s “habitus™)
that did not match the worldview and social skills required to be suc-
cessful in the middle-class milieu of the school. Their sensibilities, not
recognized as a cultural difference of class, were often perceived by
school personnel and other students as individual behavioral choices,
but were in reality a common culture, evidenced by the fact that these
individual students were drawn to one another by the life-world they
had in common. The difference between them and other students was
that the latter could operate more easily within the normative assump-
tions suggested by discourse at school of what family life looks like,
what parents do for work and leisure, what life trajectory students will
have. Key assumptions of this discourse were that parents were confi-
dent, articulate, drug-free, warm, and supportive, and had the time and
skills to encourage their children’s education. Further, it was assumed
that their work was “respectable” and legal and their leisure activities
morally acceptable to the middle-class and settled-living mainstream.

Sam was the first smoker I met, and when I asked her to introduce
me to some of her friends, she explained, “I don’t think they’ll talk to
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you. You’re kind of an adult figure. They’re not willing to tell adults
things.” Fortunately, Sam was wrong, and I did win the trust of her
friends by assuring them that I was not a school official, that I didn’t
even work for the school, and that everything we talked about was
confidential and I would keep their identities anonymous in anything I
wrote. I found they were “not willing to tell adults things,” not only
because of their own illegal activities, but at times because of those of

>

their parents. While they were quite open with me about their own drug
use, they were much more cautious about revealing their parents’ some-
times illegal income-generating strategies and police records, and stories
of “abuse” (although they did not use this term) were carefully told in
the past tense or were slips of the tongue quickly retracted. There was
a general shame about who their parents were, and they knew that
school authorities and preps, both representatives of middle-class re-
spectability, judged their families harshly. These students were surprised
and pleased that someone, in this case me, had a genuine interest in their
lives, and not for the purpose of imposing judgment and punishment,
but simply of understanding life on their terrain.

If students whose categories of perception of social life met the nor-
mative ideals of the institution were validated as “normal,” the school-
ing context felt more like culture shock to hard-living students. The same
vocational instructor who had told me earlier that she dealt with the
dilemma of, on the one hand, wanting to encourage her students to go
to college (because she knew it was necessary for an adequate income),
but, on the other hand, not wanting to make those students who could
not go (whether for financial or academic reasons) feel like failures by
focusing on building students’ self-esteem told me on this day that she
also reconciles the dilemma by trying to teach “general life skills that
everyone needs, like good nutrition.” She went on, “You know, we talk
about the food groups and the importance of fresh fruit and vegetables.”
Nonetheless, she realized the disparity in her students’ experience of
even this curriculum and recognized that education is not the great
equalizer even when teaching general life skills: “But one of my students
came up to me at the end of a class and said to me that her family doesn’t
buy fruits and vegetables because they are expensive. She said they eat
a lot of Top Ramen, and she wanted to know, sincerely, if there was
anyway she could make that into a more healthy meal.” Shaking her
head, she continued, “We talked about how she might use only half a
package and add more water to reduce the high sodium content.”

In the fall when school began, a common topic of conversation was
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summer vacation. Students casually swapped stories about their fami-
lies’ summer travels across the country. In private settings I asked girls
about leisure, and when I asked Brenda if her family ever went on sum-
mer vacation, she responded, “Oh, yes, once a year my mom and I go
to Discovery Park.” At first, I assumed this was a nearby amusement
park, but she clarified when I asked where it was, “You know, the park
by the river with the picnic tables. Just on the other side of town.” That
she named this a “vacation” rather than a picnic was a comment on the
disparity between her life-world and the one middle-class students took
for granted.

The discourse of other students, teachers, and curriculum material
worked persistently to make working-class performers feel marginal and
reinforced an ideology of homogeneity that didn’t exist in reality. One
teacher told me that she had innocently thought she was encouraging
students when she told her class that they “need to work hard in school
and go to college, so they don’t end up on welfare.” She received an
angry call from a student’s mother, who told the teacher that she had
“made my kid feel like he is not as good as everyone else, just because
we get food stamps.” There was often evidence that it was hard for
school personnel to understand hard-living students’ approach to
schooling. One teacher explained, “The information is available to
them, you know. The announcements every morning tell them what
activities are happening on that day. If you walk down the hall near the
counseling offices, there are tables loaded with information about col-
leges, placement tests, and all. There is a big difference between how
much information is available to students and what gets through to
them.” What she was not taking into account was the life-world of hard-
livers, where there are other more pressing worries at hand. Both stresses
from home, which were brought to school, and the related marginality
smokers felt at school resulted in their rejection of school involvement.
Their life-world was one that this teacher did not have access to and
found hard to comprehend. For the hard-livers I came to know, even
entering the building that housed the counseling and administrative of-
fices was anxiety-inducing.

The teacher’s comment about welfare was just one example of nu-
merous offhand remarks I witnessed at the school, though much more
often from fellow students than teachers, about people who were “on
drugs,” whose sexual morality was suspect as a consequence of having
too many marriages and divorces (“she’s on her third or fourth husband
now”), or whose work was low-status (“no one aspires to pumping gas
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for a living”). The casualness of such comments was made easy by the
invisibility and silence of working-class and poor students who sat qui-
etly in the back row or, understandably, skipped class altogether.

Teachers and administrators, trying to be fair and maintain a non-
prejudicial learning environment, often seemed like parents managing
sibling relations. While many school studies focus on the reproduction
of inequality as it occurs through the curriculum or class and racial/
ethnic bias of teachers themselves, less is usually said about the hierarchy
students learn from each other and the injuries they inflict on each other.
It is true that school personnel are complicit in that they informally
sanction preps at those times when they are not actively managing ten-
sions and prejudices among students, but my point is that many of the
class and racial/ethnic injuries working-class and Mexican-American
students felt came from peer relations. Some prep girls explained to me
that they, pushed by the student government teacher, attempted to get
more people involved in pep rallies by making an announcement to the
student body, asking students to sign up to participate in contests and
the like, but no one new signed up anyway. This should not have come
as a surprise. Prep ownership of school activities was so institutionalized
that non-prep students would continue to count themselves out of such
activities even when invited and would continue to view those activities
with disdain. This was true across race/ethnicity as well as across the
class performance divide. Ms. Thomas attempted to involve las chicas
in FBLA (Future Business Leaders of America) leadership roles but with
little luck. “I think they just see it as another club for white students.”
Student culture, their sense of belonging and group membership, the
ways in which they engage in practices of exclusion, often wins out over
school personnel’s attempt to impose diversity. There is a hierarchy
among students that students themselves police and that school person-
nel cannot easily remedy.

INDIVIDUALISM: CLASS DISPLACED

Beyond the fact that preps had the cultural capital to thrive in school,
the strategies of survival that smokers needed to get by in their world
were neither valued at school nor recognized as a set of skills that had
a logic and made sense in another context. The disjuncture between
middle-class and hard-living cultural lives had a doubly exclusionary
effect: working-class performers counted themselves out of mobility by
believing that success in school is “not for the likes of us,” and practices
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of exclusion by middle-class performers clearly told the marginalized
students that their success is “not for the likes of you.” This was evi-
denced in the pep rally ritual where a popular and comedic prep boy,
who was allowed temporary control of the student body, selected, in
what appeared to be random fashion, students from the crowd to par-
ticipate in a variety of contests and games. But the students selected were
almost always other preps who were in student government and who
had helped organize the activity. Although they knew in advance that
they were going to be selected from the crowd, they acted embarrassed
and surprised (girls in particular) to have been singled out for such at-
tention. But to students who were not privy to the behind-the-scenes
student government management of the event and the network of friends
who worked to ensure one another’s popularity, it appeared that stu-
dents were chosen based on their individual appeal to the student body
as a whole.

Like the exclusionary networks of middle-class society outside of
the school, non-prep students were unexposed to and unaware of the
amount of inside networking. The event appeared far more fair on the
surface than it actually was. In fact, some non-prep students, like Lana,
didn’t even know there was a student government, or if they knew of it,
they had no idea what it was they did. When I told her about the student
government, the picture became clearer to her. Less aware of class hi-
erarchy than an economy of beauty, she said, “I always wondered why
those girls got chose. They aren’t always the prettiest ones.” Student
government was a privilege of preps that came with enormous perks.
Not an extracurricular club, it was an actual class that prep students
took for credit. Permission from the instructor was required to get in,
and she chose “students who show leadership potential.” In this class
they learned “leadership” skills, which translated into the management
of other students they considered subordinate, a sense of entitlement,
and the right of self-promotion informally sanctioned by the school.
While non-preps may have attended a pep rally when they entered high
school as sophomores, they learned quickly that like the classroom this
was another environment that assisted them in feeling like failures.

Like the behind-the-scenes working of student government, the preps’
mastery of language and the social world of the school was a mystery
to non-preps. Without a language of class difference beyond money,
non-preps often internalized that the source of popularity and success
was individual attributes, and therefore only personal character flaws
remained to be blamed for their own inadequacy. It is far easier for
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working-class students (as well as teachers and other students) to name
the ways in which a lack of money affects them: the fact that they don’t
have the money for the name-brand clothes and cars that buy social
status or the money or time (because of jobs) to participate in extracur-
ricular activities, the fact that college is unaffordable and work neces-
sary. But naming the cultural difference of class is more difficult: the use
of nonstandard grammar, parents who cannot help with homework,
who may not know about the distinction between college-prep and non-
prep courses, who may not know about college entrance exams, who
themselves lacked the academic skills to go to college, who might feel
they have to devalue themselves and their own lives in the process of
encouraging their children to go beyond them, who may wrongly as-
sume that the school will adequately educate their child without their
participation, who might desire to avoid the school themselves, because
it is a familiar site of failure and intimidation where they are required
to interact with middle-class professionals like teachers and administra-
tors. Both economic and cultural capital are the weapons of class strug-
gle. Non-preps had a language of money with which to compare their
own life structures with those of the preps, but the cultural differences
could only be understood as inherent differences of intelligence, beauty,
and social skills.

School-sanctioned routes to success, then, were both unavailable to
and rejected by the smokers, and alternative badges of dignity took their
place. They created a reverse economy in which they found ways to
value self where the institution did not in its daily infliction of injuries.
It was cool to not know what was due in class, to be regularly late or
skip class, to go to class stoned (on pot) or tweaked (on “crank,” that
is, speed or methamphetamine), and to receive poor grades that indi-
cated one’s indifference—all as if to say, “I cannot fail at your game if
I opt out of it.” Their cocky attitude and behavior, their refusal to ever
let down their guard and reveal the pain of class injury, lent support to
the outsider perception that these were kids who chose their lot, didn’t
care, deserved what they got. Like las chicas, they simultaneously opted
out and were tracked out. The girls I knew, like Wendy and her friends,
I usually found in non-prep vocational courses like sewing, nutrition,
child care, and sometimes business skills. Mary Beth was proudly taking
a welding class as well, only one of two girls in it. She found me one
day standing in front of “the wall of fame,” a wall near the counseling
offices on which were copies of letters of acceptance to four-year colleges
for seniors who had received them. I was recording who got in to which
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schools, and she skipped her next class to stand with me and peruse the
wall, pointing out which preps were “okay” and which were “assholes.”
I asked if she had ever wanted to go to college.

Mary Beth: Teachers are always buggin’ you about what you’re gonna do
with your life. I told one once that I wanted to be a journalist,
and she said I wasn’t good enough at school. I told someone
else I wanted to be a psychiatrist, and they said I needed one.

Preps did not consider smokers to have less class privilege than they
did themselves, because of course their class privilege was invisible to
them. Rather, they considered smokers to be “losers.” T asked Lisa, a
prep girl, whether she noticed a difference between students whose par-
ents went to college and those whose parents did not.

Lisa: Yeah, those others are just mostly mediocre. Some of them
without educated parents, they try really hard and do well
because of it, but others just give up. It depends on the person.

Julie: What about differences in money? Do you ever have the sense
that students from families without much money resent
those who have it?

Lisa: No, I never heard of that.

In their less judgmental moments, preps described smokers as having
“low self-esteem.” While it certainly was the case that many of them
suffered from low self-esteem, to suggest this as the cause not the con-
sequence of their class location (among other things) helps reproduce
the belief in a classless society and suggests an individual rather than
societal remedy. This is truly a hidden injury of class: hard-livers expe-
rience no dignity in an institution in which preps are celebrated and they
themselves are rendered invisible at best and failures at worst. When
school personnel held up as models and examples of school achievement
those girls whom they admired and considered to have high self-esteem,
they helped make institutionalized inequality invisible by implicitly sug-
gesting the differences were merely individual ones. In doing so they
failed to see their own role in diminishing the esteem of girls who could
not meet the norm. When the accomplishment of middle-class norms is
linked to mental health and understood as an individual trait (i.e., this
girl has high self-esteem), which is often the case in popular discourse,
rather than linked to structural inequalities (i.e., this girl has race and
class privileges), it gives cause to question the distinction between having
self-esteem and being arrogant. The confidence maintained by occupying
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a location in our social hierarchy that readily allows the achievement of
white and middle-class ideals might be better understood as a feeling of
cultural superiority than as high self-esteem. Repeatedly, the prep be-
havior that teachers, administrators, and preps would positively label
high self-esteem was interpreted quite otherwise by working-class girls
like Tara and Lorena.

GENDER VICTORIES / CLASS INJURIES

In light of this, I found myself ambivalent about displays of self-
confidence among prep girls. I sat with Tara and several other smokers
in the lunchroom one day as they skipped P.E. class. A girl named Al-
lison wandered up and sat down to talk with us. Allison was a prep
performer in every way with the exception of her style, which was “al-
ternative.” In her mind this provided her with an affinity to the smoker
crowd, but unknown to her this view was not shared by the smokers.
(Many students who believed they were unusual in their ability to cross
groups were in fact not as widely accepted as they thought by the groups
they crossed into.) I was asking the group questions about “Generation
X,” if they’d heard of this label, and what they thought about it. They
hadn’t heard of it, but Allison had. “Oh, yeah, that’s the idea that we’re
all underachievers. It’s a bunch of crap.” Allison was confident and ar-
ticulate. She seemed to know something about everything and had an
opinion on every topic, which she was happy and able to express. Her
verbal presentation of herself was far different from Tara’s, and she had
no idea, nor did she care, what the conversation was like before her
entry into it. She was oblivious to the change her presence created. The
conversation shifted to music, and I complimented Allison on her vocal
performance in the school musical the past weekend. Everyone agreed
Allison had an “awesome” voice. Nick turned to Allison, “Yeah, if you
weren’t going away to college, you could be in our band.” She took this
as an opportunity to carry on at length about her plans to perform in
college, while the others looked upon her as a curious foreigner, per-
plexed and injured by her worldview, and annoyed that she wandered
onto their turf to begin with.

As representatives of a gender category, preps appeared as young
beneficiaries of years of feminist struggle. They were “postfeminist,”
taking for granted that they would have interesting “careers” (not
“jobs”), reveling in the fact that they were not intimidated by boys in
the classroom, on the basketball court, or anywhere, it seemed.? But
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they were not only girls, they were also representatives of the middle-
class, and the same actions that could be counted as gender victories
were also readily interpreted, especially in these rare moments of cross-
class interaction, as arrogant and exclusionary. Their sense of place
could not be uncoupled from the class privileges they experienced and
came at a cost to those who were class-marginalized. As Allison walked
away, Tara looked over her shoulder at her and mumbled under her
breath, “Don’t be so modest.” When prep girls are considered not in
the context of boys of their own class and racial/ethnic location, but in
the context of both girls and boys outside it, their demeanor becomes
difficult to celebrate.

Most of my time with the smokers was spent during the lunch hour,
by the bleachers. Tara saw me walking across the lawn toward them
one day and waved, yelling my name. When I got there, she didn’t talk
to me, assuming her cool detached identity instead. She only really
talked to me when we were alone. Wendy turned to me, “We’re goin’
to the Quick Mart. Wanna come?” I agreed, and Wendy finished taking
requests and money for a variety of things, including generic cigarettes,
sodas, and Zig Zags (papers used to roll joints, which she refused to
buy: “m not supporting your habit”) from people sitting along the
fence. Five of us piled into Todd’s dented 1972 four-door avocado-green
Nova. I followed Sam and Wendy into the back seat where Wendy rolled
down the back window and waved her hands in the air to try and clear
the pot smoke away, a gesture of politeness clearly for my benefit. Tara
took the passenger’s seat and put in an Eagles tape, fast forwarding it
to “Hotel California,” a song the group liked for its lyrical reference to
pot. Todd got in the driver’s seat and slammed the broken door three
times. On the third try, it latched but was still ajar.

At the Quick Mart Wendy and I went in, and she collected all the
items requested, counting change to make sure she had enough money.
Then out of politeness she asked me if she could buy me something,
although it was clear she had no extra money. Although it was lunch-
time, no food was purchased, and so I bought some gum for myself and
offered her a few bucks to help out. She declined the offer and on the
way out of the store explained that the clerk at the counter “likes me
for some reason, so he gives me the wrong change every day—too much.
It helps me out.” Wendy’s aunt, on a limited income, gave her exactly
three dollars for lunch each day. This was the only money Wendy re-
ceived, so rather than spending it on food, she saved as much as she
could so that she could buy a few things she wanted, like a tape here or
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there or colored pencils for drawing. She hoped to be an artist. With the
exception of a few new flannel shirts and a sweatshirt, she wore the
same clothes she had worn since the tenth grade. She was not allowed
to have a job to earn her own money, as her aunt believed it would
interfere with her ability to graduate.

When we returned, we sat in a patchy grass and dirt area littered with
cigarette butts under a scrawny tree that provided little shade from the
scorching Central Valley sun and played a card game called “bullshit”
with Batman cards. The guys in particular seemed to like this game,
since it gave them a legitimate reason to shout “bullshit” as loudly as
they could, an opportunity to be loud, boisterous, and, they hoped,
offensive. Groups of two and three came and went from a nearby port-a-
potty, which was used as cover for smoking pot. After one round of
cards was over, Wendy and I decided to opt out of the next round and
moved away from the group to another small tree. Kate walked up from
the street and sat down, pulling a book out of her backpack and handing
it to Wendy. “This is for you.” Wendy was elated. It was a book on
contemporary witchcraft. She turned to me and explained that she had
owned the book for a few years and three of them had been practicing
witchcraft together, but then the book was stolen. The original had been
given to her by a friend who stole it for her from a bookstore where
they first found it. She was concerned about the cost that Kate might
have incurred and told her, “We’ll all pitch in and give you five bucks.”
Kate said, “Don’t worry about it.”

Wendy had a knack for turning inherited deficiencies into alternative
routes to self-esteem. She was sure that her poverty and emotional pain
would make her an artist. Experiencing little control in her life, at home
or at school, she employed witchcraft as a creative fantasy route to em-
powerment.> Wendy also talked regularly about a boyfriend, Wayne,
who lived in another town and whose initials were carved on her arm,
but whom no one had ever seen. She told me that she had stopped
practicing witchcraft, not only because she had lost the book, but be-
cause “Wayne won’t allow me to anymore. Too many weird things were
happening.” Comments like this about Wayne, which to friends and
teachers sounded like subordination, were for Wendy positive demon-
strations that she mattered a lot to someone in this world. But this strat-
egy of ego boosting and attempting to gain status was misunderstood
by others. One teacher told me that Wendy gave a speech in her class.
“All she talked about was this boyfriend of hers. How he won’t let her
do this or that. How he wants her to do this thing or another. Watching
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her, the class was just embarrassed for her. It was as if she didn’t have
a life of her own.”

Reading class through gender, this struck me as a somewhat logical
(albeit failed) strategy which Wendy employed to deal with class injury.
Wayne was not a patriarchal oppressor in her mind but an ally against
adults and peers at school who are oppressively judgmental and adults
at home who are unaffectionate at best and abusive at worst. A gender
analysis is by no means irrelevant to Wendy, but her victim status cannot
be reduced to gender outside of her experience of class difference.

Similarly, Tara told me a story that demonstrated the way in which
gendered experiences are always inflected by class:

Tara: In junior high, I thought I was fat. So I was throwing up all
the time. These two girls, they went and told the school nurse
on me. So she calls my house. When I got home my dad
was so mad. He started yellin’, “What the hell did you do that
for? That’s stupid!”

Tara had learned early on that her father, who showed little concern for
her in this instance, was first and foremost concerned that his kids’ be-
havior could draw unwanted attention to their family and to his own
actions since he had “a record” and was on probation, a consequence
of dealing in crank. I tried to clarify why she described the girls as “tell-
ing on her” by asking if she thought the girls might have actually been
concerned about her. She responded, “Oh, no. They were mad at me
for some shit. They were trying to get me into trouble.” The girls were
part of Tara’s crowd, but were less friends than acquaintances. And the
story revealed her hard-living peers’ knowledge that the well-meaning
intentions of middle-class do-gooders, agents of the state, the school
nurse in this case, can have complicated effects. According to Tara, the
girls knew they could get Tara in trouble with her dad by getting the
school nurse to call her home. While eating disorders appear to be some-
thing girls universally, and unfortunately, share as girls, the experiences
of them are always shaped in classed and racialized ways.* The nurse,
no doubt, did not anticipate that her intervention would result in pun-
ishment rather than therapy.

ON FAMILY VALUES

Much as more privileged students described smokers’ behavior in terms
of self-esteem, so they would also at times attempt to explain a fellow
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student’s behavior empathetically as a consequence of coming from a
“bad family.” With the aid of contemporary political discourse on “fam-
ily values,” it was no surprise that students understood their own and
each others’ family lives less in class terms than in terms of family dis-
ruption. Routinely, girls and teachers described families as “good fam-
ilies,
ken homes,’
them. For example, when I asked Marla, a middle-class girl, whether

”

close knit,” or “valuing family” versus “bad families” or “bro-

>

oblivious to the pattern of differential resources among

her parents had gone to college, what they did for work, and how com-
fortable they were economically, she gave all the respective answers,
explaining, “We’re not rich, but we’re extremely comfortable. My par-
ents don’t drive a Mercedes, because they have four of us kids to put
through college.” But when I followed up this answer by asking if her
friends’ families were similar to hers, she responded by naming each of
her friends and acquaintances and stating whether their families were
“close-knit” or not, neglecting to report on the education and income
levels I had asked for, and failing to see the correlation she made between
having a “good” family and a middle-class income.

Middle-class girls routinely echoed their parents’ and teachers’ sense
of morality in a hypocritical fashion. In a conversation I had with
Amanda and Rochelle on why teenage girls get pregnant, the girls began
talking judgmentally about working-class girls they’d known who had
become pregnant. Amanda said:

They’re just stupid, ya know. They don’t have a good family
background.

But both of these girls then went on to acknowledge that they knew of
girls in their middle-class circle of friends who had become pregnant but
had had abortions.

Ironically, even though having divorced parents is a common expe-
rience, it is still stigmatized—or perhaps it is stigmatized anew in light
of the contemporary discourse on family values. Even in an era of high
divorce rates, divorce was used as an explanation (“She’s from a broken
home”) to explain student failure.’ The contemporary discourse on fam-
ily coming from both Republicans and Democrats (and some social sci-
entists)® was readily employed by girls to explain differences among
them but did not actually adequately explain those differences. When I
asked about smokers, commonly both middle-class and settled-living
girls would suggest that those students were not from “a good family.”
I asked some prep girls to define a “good family.”
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Rhonda: You know, a good family is one that is together. The kids
from broken homes are the ones [with problems].
Julie: But Rochelle, your parents are divorced, and you’re doing
okay, right?
Rochelle: [laughing] Well, yeah.

Julie: And so is Stephanie, and Lisa [college-prep girls who are also
from divorced families].

Rhonda: 1 guess it’s different somehow.

Of course, the difference between these middle- and working-class
divorced families was the greater economic struggle that was a conse-
quence of divorce for the latter, and the girls failed to recognize this. In
focusing on how many parents a family has and blaming divorce for the
poverty of women and their children instead of women’s low-wage jobs,
the intersection of gender and class is easily displaced. The class location
of single moms, as heads of wage-poor families, is obscured when they
are seen as in an in-between state—in between men, in between “nor-
mal” families. These middle-class girls were unable to recognize that
their college-educated mothers and fathers had more resources with
which to establish two homes and maintain a relatively comfortable
standard of living upon a divorce. A discourse on family structure comes
at the expense of any mention at all of the differential in resources, both
economic and cultural, between these various families, which are salient
to meeting middle-class norms. Consequently, the problems in hard-
living families are less often perceived as a consequence of poverty
(women’s poverty in particular) than as “failed” or “bad” family struc-
tures.

The inability to talk about families in terms of class difference, dis-
placing this instead with talk about whether or not families met a myth-
ical ideal, was a judgment that came from middle-class girls whose fam-
ilies met the ideal (and even those whose families did not), but was also
at times a self-imposed judgment by working-class girls whose families
“failed.” Working-class students too routinely demonstrated an inability
to think of their families in class terms. I asked each girl about her
parents, how much education they had, what they did for a living, how
“well-off” they were. When I asked Amy, “So how did you think about
your family growing up, economically, pretty average or . ..,” she re-
sponded, “Well, we fight a lot.”

Where middle-class girls often employed family values discourse as a
method of distinction between themselves and others, usually in a judg-
mental way, and settled- and hard-living working-class girls used it to
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judge themselves on some occasions, the latter’s talk was also contra-
dictory, conveying a recognition that something else was at play, that
the reasons for the situations they found themselves in were complex.

“HERS IS GOOD. MINE IS BAD.”

Liz, a working-class white girl, was unusual in that she hung with the
prep crowd and tried as best she could to pass as middle-class. I inter-
viewed her for the first time, along with her friend Amanda. As I ex-
plained to them that I was going to ask each of them about their families,
Liz forcefully asserted, “Hers is good. Mine is bad,” as if to get this
embarrassing fact out of the way up front. Amanda lived with her mar-
ried biological parents, whose income afforded them all the trappings
of middle-class life. Liz lived in a trailer with her mother, who worked
in retail, and her older brother and his girlfriend, both of whom also
worked in retail. All, including Liz, pooled their resources. Her father
had left three years before after a series of run-ins with the law for
possession of cocaine and domestic violence. Violence and drugs were
now gone from her family life, and poverty took their place. I talked to
Liz alone the next day.

Julie: When I talked with you and Amanda together yesterday and
we started talking about your families, you said that her
family is good and yours is bad. What did you mean?

Liz: It’s kind of like, in my eyes, sometimes people, like, look down
on me, you know, because they’ll be like, “Hey, let’s go to
Disneyland” or “Let’s go to Monterey” or something. And I
can’t go because I have to work. And they’re like “Well,
can’t you get out of it?” 'm like, you know, I gotta pay rent,
and I gotta pay bills, and I gotta make sure my mom, you
know, has a place to live, and I gotta make sure I have groceries.
And it’s like their parents provide all that. When they [her
friends] work, they pocket the money. I don’t get to pocket the
money. I mean, I like use it to pay all my bills. And, you
know, sometimes they’re like “You’re exaggerating,” but I’'m
not! I mean my mom makes less money an hour than I do,
and she works full-time, and I work part-time, and we bring
home the same exact amount. And my brother has to help out
too. Amanda will try to buy my lunch sometimes, but I
won’t let her. I don’t want to feel like I owe them [her middle-
class friends].

Liz showed some recognition of the link between perceiving a family
as “good” and the economic resources available to them, demonstrating
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her awareness of how others place a moral judgment on the two kinds
of families. On one occasion, she spoke about her prep boyfriend.

Liz: People say “Oh God, I can’t believe Matt would be with a girl
like that” and all this stuff, and I’m like, whatever, you know?

Julie: What does “a girl like that” mean?

Liz: 1 don’t know, like how they look at me. Because, I mean, 'm
not from a rich family background or anything, but it’s not
like ’m like poor and on welfare. My family fends for itself. I
mean, we work hard for what we have, and they are just
like totally looking down at me.

Moreover, Liz’s friends were appalled that Liz’s mother accepted the
fact that by the spring of her senior year Liz was living almost entirely
with her boyfriend. He had graduated from high school the previous
year and now had his own apartment, and Liz spent many of her nights
there. I asked her what her mom thought about it:

Well, T don’t think she likes it. I mean she’d rather I didn’t do
that so young, but she’s barely supporting herself right

now. So I think it’s kind of convenient for me to be away. So
she doesn’t say much.

Clearly, Liz interpreted her mother’s acceptance quite differently than
her friends did.

This unconscious awareness that having a “good” family was linked
to economic resources was evidenced on another occasion by Mandy.
As she described her friend Jeff, who had dropped out of high school
earlier in the year, I queried her at length about why he was unable to
complete high school, given that she had described his family as quite
privileged. He had been a prep, and there was no indication he would
not complete high school and go on to a college education. I kept push-
ing for an explanation, and finally she revealed,

Yeah, he is from a really good family. Um, well, I guess I'll
just tell you. His brother is dying of AIDS. When he found out
his brother was gay and everything else, well, it was really
hard for him and stuff. And it is like tearing the whole family
apart. This was like a perfect family, you know, a rich family.

Though “good” and “rich” were synonymous adjectives used to de-
scribe families, curiously “bad” and “poor” were not used synony-
mously. While students explained one another’s behavior in familial

»,

terms (“It’s because she’s from a bad family”; “It’s because her family
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is all messed up”), they rarely named a family as “poor” or offered this
as an explanation for behavior and, in particular, for a student’s school
performance.

In a hallway conversation with Melanie and Sabrina, two alternatives
(settled-living, working-class girls), and Lindsey, a prep (middle-class)
acquaintance of theirs, where I asked them to tell me what they thought
were the reasons for whether a person did well in school or not, the girls
began by arguing that it had much to do with family.

Lindsey: Well all those girls [referring to herself and her prep friends]
have intact families.

Melanie: Yeah, divorce is the bad thing.
Julie: Why?
Sabrina: Because then you have rebellious kids who don’t like their
stepparents and all.
Julie: [Knowing both Melanie and Sabrina were living with
stepparents| Are you two rebellious?
Melanie: [laughing] No.
Sabrina: [laughing] No.

In a later conversation with Melanie about whether she was going to
college or not she explained, “I don’t know. We’re kinda poor ’cause
my dad [stepdad] just gets disability. Mom’s job doesn’t really pay
much.” And Sabrina added, “Yeah, I’d have to pay my own way too.”
Here their discourse shifted, revealing a recognition that the lack of
economic resources, not family structure, was inhibiting their college
futures.

FAMILY VALUES, A.K.A. CULTURE OF POVERTY

Settled- and hard-living families are at two ends of a continuum of life-
styles among working-class people. Most settled-living families have rel-
atives who are hard-living and vice versa. Girls could name an aunt and/
or an uncle’s family, or an older sibling’s family, that was at the other
end of the continuum from their own. Among whites, the fact that both
ends of the continuum were present within a given family or community
did not equate to feelings of empathy for hard-livers. Rather, settled-
livers, who were often politically and socially conservative, worked to
symbolically distance themselves from their relatives and neighbors,
considering themselves “good people” and judging hard-livers harshly.

In those empathetic moments where preps suggested that smokers
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and alternatives might have the misfortune of coming from “bad fami-
lies,” we see the children of such families as without blame, as unfor-
tunate and worthy victims, but not their parents. While the vilification
of kids is a current trend in political discourse (Cockburn 1996; Males
1996, 1998), the vilification of their parents is still stronger. As I listened
to hard-livers tell me their stories and imagined reproducing them, I
pictured their stories being read and interpreted in the context of the
compassion fatigue of a nation which mandates that only innocent and
truly worthy victims receive sympathy. Fearing the interpretation of sto-
ries like Wendy’s as a story of kids lost to drugs and poverty as a result
of “bad parenting” or a “broken home,” I felt it was important to un-
derstand the constraints of their parents’ hard-living lives as well and
the lack of resources they themselves had grown up with.

Family values is a reincarnation of an old theme, namely, the “culture
of poverty.” This thesis (originally articulated by Oscar Lewis in 1959)
suggests that certain personality and value differences among the poor
arise out of the very conditions of poverty and then act to perpetuate
that poverty. While this logic comes out of a liberal tradition of seeing
society as at fault for the problem of poverty, it is too often taken up as
the need to change the values of the poor, rather than to change the
social organization that causes poverty. In actuality, if poor people be-
have differently, this does not necessarily mean their values are different
than those of the middle class. Indeed, their values and goals may be the
same, but they lack the necessary resources to achieve them and must
make various adaptations. Pierre Bourdieu’s argument that there is a
causal relationship between cultural capital and class reproduction, that
class culture is determinative of class future, is sometimes misread as a
culture of poverty argument. But like Joseph Howell (1973), who sug-
gests that hard-living is not desired, but rather a response to the diffi-
culties of trying to acquire a settled-living life with few resources, we
should see hard-living culture not as a “set of preferences or wants” that
are consciously devised, but as “practices” (a la Bourdieu) or “cultur-
ally-shaped skills, habits, and styles” that inform action (Swidler 1986,
275, emphases mine). Culture as values, as consciously held beliefs, is
an impoverished understanding of culture; an anthropological concep-
tualization of culture as the lifeways of a people that are the consequence
of the conditions to which they must adjust, is analytically richer. Em-
ploying this latter definition of culture, describing cultural capital as
causal, differs from a culture of poverty argument, which takes the focus
away from social structural constraints on people’s lives and puts it on
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“dysfunctional” or “pathological” values that are presumed to be
passed down generationally, so that, once again, the focus is on changing
people instead of changing the social organization that produces pov-
erty.” Culture, then, might be better understood, not as values and mor-
als, nor merely as ideology or ideas in people’s heads, but as the de-
ployment of cultural competencies that make sense or have a degree of
logic in a given context. A useful corrective to culture of poverty argu-
ments is achieved by focusing on the structures of exclusion (Lamont
1992) that the middle classes engage in rather than on the failure of the
poor based on their supposedly inferior beliefs and values.®

While among settled-living whites there appeared to be few feelings
of empathy for hard-livers, there did seem to be more empathy among
settled-living Mexican Americans for hard-living members of the Mex-
ican-American community. There were moments when socially conser-
vative settled-living Mexican-American girls made judgments about the
hard-living members of their community, but those judgments were
much less harsh, mediated by a discourse on racism as a causal expla-
nation for hard-livers’ plight. It may be that these Mexican-American
girls were simply more cautious about articulating their judgments in
front of me, feeling the need to maintain solidarity in the face of a white
person, but nonetheless, “family values” was not a discourse I heard as
commonly among Mexican-American students, who seemed much more
forgiving and much more likely to associate the problems of hard-livers
in the Mexican-American community with racism and poverty than with
values.

ON LIES, A.K.A. PASSING

I began to see half-truths, like Wendy’s possibly fictional boyfriend, as
a strategy of status attainment and class resistance. The teacher who had
arranged for me to meet with Starr said, “I’ve tried to encourage her,
you know. And earlier in the year she was receptive. I had her redo some
assignments she’d failed, and she did them. I asked her what she planned
to do after high school, and she told me she got accepted to the Univer-
sity of California and also one of the California State schools. But I know
that can’t be. I’ve looked up her grades and course work, and there is
just no way she could’ve gotten in. But nonetheless, that’s what she keeps
telling me. ‘I’'m going to UC.”” The teacher looked to me for a possible
interpretation of this. I was in an awkward position when teachers re-
vealed information to me about students, because I could not return the
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favor, having promised the girls confidentiality. What adults intended
as encouragement was more often interpreted as pressure by hard-living
students. In Starr’s mind, the lie was a way to get this teacher off her
back and to save face in front of peers in the classroom.

Over the course of the school year I caught girls in several “lies” and
then began making sense of this. One topic on which this happened with
some frequency was parents’ jobs. I learned of parents’ occupations from
girls who did not always know exactly what it was that their parents
did for a living. They always knew where parents worked, but often no
more than that, and generally did not know how much money their
parents made. They just knew that they worked, because that’s what
parents did. Some girls even said they had never really thought about it
before I asked. I remember myself, when asked by a teacher at the vo-
cational school I attended what my father did for a living, responding
that I didn’t really know, and so she asked if he was white-collar or blue-
collar. Having never heard of this distinction before, I took it literally:
“Well, the shirt he wears everyday is blue, and it has his name on the
pocket.” Other girls were well aware of what kind of work their parents
did and felt an associated stigma. They revealed an awareness in their
talk of the prestige scale of occupational titles. When I first met Blanca
and asked her what her mom and dad did for work, her head dropped
in silence. A few seconds later she lifted it with a big smile and said,
“My dad’s in sanitation.” Esthela scoffed, “He’s a garbage man!” Blanca
said she did not know what her mom did. Although I asked repeatedly,
she always claimed not to know. It wasn’t until months later than she
finally was willing to tell me her mom did janitorial work in a factory.
When it was Yolanda’s turn, she said that her single mom “works driving
truck. But that is just for now, while she’s goin’ to school.”

Employers often assist us in making jobs sound more important and
prestigious than they might otherwise seem by using job titles that sound
more desirable than the actual work and pay involved. As Kim proudly
told me, “I’m a sales associate at Toys 'R’ Us,” which meant she ran the
cash register. Sam listed her mom’s occupation as “photographer.” 1
knew her family was low-income, so I thought perhaps her mom might
be an educated starving artist sort. But it turned out that in fact she took
family portraits at Sears in the evenings to supplement her full-time job
“doing clean up” at the convalescent home. Mexican-American girls
described their parents as “farmers,” but they were known to white
members of the community as “field laborers” or “farmworkers.” White
students understood a “farmer” to be a landowner who employed farm-
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workers. Parents who were labeled by students as “managers” and “su-
pervisors” turned out to be folks who had been working at a business
since high school (or had even started while still in school) and who
through seniority had become working managers. As Yolanda explained
her dad’s job, “He’s a manager.” When I asked where, she said, “He
manages or heads up a group of farmers.” I asked, “So then he tells
them what work to do?” Misunderstanding my statement of clarifica-
tion as a judgment, she said quickly, “Well, yeah, but then he helps them.
He doesn’t just sit there or anything. He decides what they all should
do next.”

Awkward moments of cross-class interaction, like the one between
Allison and Tara, were most telling. In a conversation with Shelly and
Marla, who I mistakenly thought were friends but as it turned out were
only acquaintances from a shared class at school, I began asking ques-
tions about their respective parents’ occupations and education. After
Marla listed her parents’ occupations as a “special ed. teacher” and “a
nurse,” Shelly said her dad “drives truck,” and her mom has worked
various jobs as “a hair stylist” and a “nurse’s aide.” When we switched
to the topic of education, Shelly wasn’t sure if her parents had attended
any schooling beyond high school. But after Marla listed her parents’
college degrees, including her father’s graduate degree, Shelly began in-
sisting that her parents, too, had received college degrees, while Marla
looked curiously at her and then to me, expecting me to challenge
Shelly’s account.

CLASS AWARENESS

While differences that manifested as a consequence of class were too
often internalized and understood in individualistic ways, there were
times when working-class students expressed a rather keen awareness
of the class privileges preps took for granted. Working-class students
could articulate a sense of unfairness and expressed awareness and hos-
tility toward middle-class cultural difference and assumptions. One ex-
ample was when Wendy expressed her belief that her accomplishments,
albeit very different from preps, deserved an award, an acknowledg-
ment. Sometimes students expressed an awareness of status differences
by massaging information about their parents. On one occasion, I asked
Starr about the difference between her friends and “preps.”

Starr: The rich kids seem to be normal. Into football or whatever.
They are treated better ’cause they are into school activities and
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stuff. The poorer kids don’t get treated bad, but, um, they
are not as, um, pub—Thesitating] . . .

Julie: What were you going to say?
Starr: Publicized. But I’'m not sure that’s the right word.

Starr recognized her own invisibility. Though aware of these differ-
ences, and aware of their sense of place in a school and community
hierarchy, only occasionally did girls define this in terms of class. Starr
explained that many of her friends went to Landon Elementary, which
is “the Mexican and lower-class school just ’cause of the neighborhood
it’s in. It’s by Bain Street, where there ain’t many white people.” She then
defined lower-class for me as “people with lower incomes, who only
went to high school.”

Tara’s awareness of class difference was informed not only by her
contacts with preps at school but by a boyfriend’s family. I asked about
the differences between his and her families.

Tara: They’re rich. He taught me how to drink high class.
Julie: What does that mean?

Tara: You know, drinking wine with food or something. His dad is
a lawyer. His mom don’t work, but she’s constantly on you
about stuff. Like you had to eat right. I ate there sometimes,
and she yelled at me for licking my knife. I kept forgetting,
and I almost did it again. She looked at me like “Don’t you
dare, you motherfucker.” Her closet was full of shoes. She had
so many shoes.

Julie: Can you give me more examples of the differences?

Tara: 1 don’t know. I can’t explain it. I just didn’t like how they
were. I think I just hate rich people.

Following a convention of focus on women’s consumption as the most
despicable evidence of class difference, women’s fashion came up re-
peatedly in the words of working-class performers as a marker of dif-
ference, and women’s shoes, in particular, often represented indulgence.
I asked Shelly about the difference between her family and Marla’s.

Shelly: Well, our house is kinda small. It’s three bedrooms but still
small. Marla’s house is huge, you know, and her mom and dad
drive newer cars. When you go over to her house, you have
to take your shoes off to walk on the carpet, when the carpet
is there to get dirty. I mean you’re supposed to walk on it,
right? And her mom has in the bathroom all this stuff, Clinique
everything, Estee Lauder, and shoes for every outfit. She has
Birkenstocks in every color, at least fifteen pairs. When I go to
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their house, I feel like I can’t sit anywhere you know, and
her mom makes me feel so scummy, like I'm a loser or 'm
dressed all wrong.

Julie: What about your friend Barbara? You said that her family
kinda had more money than yours, but I remember you said
you liked her mom.

Shelly: Well, yeah, they do have money, but she doesn’t act like she
has money. She’s more like my mom. She just dresses casual,
you know. Their house looks kinda like ours. And I have
another friend whose mom does nails for work. She must have
a lotta money ’cause it costs a lot to get your nails done. But
she doesn’t act rich either. She doesn’t say, “Should I talk
to you or not.” The way preps act is stuck up. They look at
you and ignore you based on how you look, what clothes you
wear. Kids with money brag about it, that they are going to
go home and get money from mom. “Can I have ten dollars?”
“Yes.” Others can’t get any.

Aside from the difference of money, Shelly’s words pointed to a cul-
tural difference of class. Marla’s professional middle-class mom made
her uncomfortable where Barbara’s mom, whose income derived from
a successful welding shop she and her husband ran, was more familiar
to Shelly. The focus in these girls’ comments is on mothers, and their
description of class difference revolves largely around women’s con-
sumption practices (both fashion and home decor). Women, it seems,
are more visible targets for class envy because of their association with
consumption. The class villain here is not the father who, no doubt,
earns the greater part of the money, but the mother whose consumption
practices work as status markers.

Likewise, prep girls were an easier target of class antagonism at
school, as their concern with fashion and their appearance made them
more visible targets than prep boys. Many girls commented that in the
economy of style at the school “boys kinda all look the same,” which
was not entirely true, but the differences among girls were much more
noticeable. Preps were hated because, in short, they seemed to have it
all. They had romantic capital in the form of nice cars, the expensive
versions of the latest fashion trends, and beauty to the extent that money
can buy it (professionally manicured nails, trendy haircuts, athletic club
memberships for fitness, high-quality cosmetics, etc.). They were pretty
in an expensive way, and almost all white boys at school were open to
their flirtations because interacting with them was an opportunity to
borrow status. At times prep girls, in particular those who easily met
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normative standards of beauty, were defined by working-class perform-
ers as “sluts.” While I had expected working-class girls to be defined as
overly sexually active, it was at first a surprise to hear preps described
as such. But in the preps-as-sluts theme I came to see working-class
performers expressing class envy, as they singled out preps for an extra
amount of disdain. Preps became the victims of rumor, as class antag-
onisms were at times displaced and played out in the realm of hetero-
sexual relations.

AUTHENTICS AND POSERS

As Tara, Wendy, Nick, and I walked through the center of the school
after leaving the award ceremony, we passed some preps that I knew,
who avoided my eye contact as [ walked with this crowd of smokers.
We stopped uncomfortably (for me) near the preps when we ran into
some more friends. Nick, still worried about the hick boys’ threat to
fight him, exclaimed, “I can’t wait to get out of this fuckin’ place! And
I’m going out with style. I’'m gonna wear a bright orange tux to my
prom. And my date will wear an orange dress. I don’t care how much
it costs. I’ll find the money. No, ’m going to wear the dress and she can
wear the tux.” Tara took this discussion of fashion as resistance as an
opportunity to brag that although her parents were making her go to a
cousin’s graduation that weekend,

I’'m going to wear my condom necklace. It’s a Catholic school. I
spent the whole night figuring out my wardrobe.

The smokers’ style was intentionally confrontational and defiant. It
was, by their own and others’ description, an amalgam or hybrid of
punk, grunge, and rocker. While the logic of these styles includes an
attempt to present oneself as anti-fashion (“preps are trendy and have
to look like everyone else”), in reality much thought went into smokers’
intentional attempts to offend the sensibility of middle-class teachers and
preps. Nick’s plan to wear an orange dress to the prom, Tara’s condom
necklace, Todd’s artistic rendering of two frogs fried together, and
Wendy’s arm engraved with her boyfriend’s initials were badges of dig-
nity within the smokers’ economy of style.

This kind of rejection of what is “mainstream” or “popular” (which
meant whatever style and music and leisure preps were into) and choice
of “alternative” expressions actually existed on a continuum at the
school. Within the large mass of students known as “others” were some



126 Hard-Living, Settled-Living

who also considered themselves as outcasts of a sort, but in a very dif-
ferent way. These were settled-living girls who, though not preps, were
still far removed from the cultural life of the smokers. One of these girls,
Vicki, explained to me:

We were preps in junior high. We wore our Keds and Guess
jeans. We were in the student government.

Julie: Why aren’t you anymore?

Dawn: When we got to high school, math got hard. And the preps
showed up from other junior highs.

These girls explicitly named themselves as “alternative” and “differ-
ent,” and when I asked alternative or different from what, they were
very clear: “the preps.” Like the smokers, they too recognized their
lower place in the hierarchy and embraced it as a fashionable identity.
In short, they purchased style that was co-opted, commodified, and mar-
keted for mass consumption by the culture industry as “alternative.” In
the current moment this was baggy skater style for boys and Seventies
retro for girls: hemp necklaces, occasionally inconspicuous tattoos and
piercings. Where smokers rejected schooling altogether, skaters were
headed for junior colleges with the explicit hope of transferring to four-
year schools. This was usually because they were unable to complete all
the state school requirements and/or because they could only afford JC
tuition. They envied the educational route to class mobility that the
preps took for granted at the same time that they rejected it for a stylistic
“cool.” They distinguished themselves from the Gap fashion of preps.
They showed up at events organized by the student government, but
then acted too cool to be there. In short, they still had middle-class
aspirations. Despite the hostility they sometimes expressed toward the
preps, they did not reject prep values wholesale. They were just injured
by the fact that they had to compete with preps who had a head start.
After the fact of their exclusion from prep circles, they rejected preps
and saw themselves as victims of social ambition. Tami, for example,
was “sad my friends are all getting letters saying they are going to state
schools.” And Dawn explained she “really wanted that going-away-to-
college experience.” Their unabashed desire for it, in spite of the failure
to achieve it in the timely way that preps would have, is notably different
from the smokers, who are far further down on the continuum of re-
jecting schooling. In fact, the skaters saw themselves as the mainstream,
distinct from both preps and smokers.

As I sat behind the school with a group of smokers who were skipping
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gym class one day, a group of skater boys walked by, appearing confi-
dent and cocky with a sense of entitlement, as if to say “We own the
place.” They wore oversized baggy shorts, long shirts, baseball caps
worn backwards. Immediately annoyed by their presence, Nick started
in, “Man, they are such assholes.” While skaters wore brand-name
skater shoes like Etnies, Airwalks, and Vans, the smokers were more
likely to wear Vans-look-alikes from Kmart. Where skaters took their
skateboards in their cars to drive to places to skate, smokers were more
likely to use skateboards as primary means of transportation. There was
a clear class antagonism here, but the smokers didn’t articulate it as such.
They were more likely to frame it as one of stylistic encroachment by
the “others,” which they resented, defining themselves as authentic and
the others as posers. As Tara explained, rolling her eyes:

They think they made it up, this way of dressing. Like it’s
something new. We were doing this a long time ago.

Julie: What do you call your style?

Tara: 1 don’t know. We used to be the rockers, a long time ago.
Then we were the punks, but there’s not many punks left. Now
I don’t know what we’re called.

The symbolic economy of style at the school was the ground on which
class relations were played out among white students by making claims
to stylistic authenticity. Claims to authenticity and accusations of in-
authenticity worked to symbolically heal class injury. As it turns out,
class displacements and class awareness are really two sides of the same
coin; differences in style worked as a way to displace naming the differ-
ence of class, but simultaneously were a mechanism through which stu-
dents recognized class differences. When I asked about class differences
among students, one counselor offered, “Well you sure can’t tell by the
way they dress.” In her mind all students dressed poorly, and their choice
to dress down was understood as a matter of youth culture, a genera-
tional difference. It was easy to miss the subtleties of the distinctions
that students took as important in their peer hierarchy, and the avail-
ability of cheap versions of high-status commodities did work to hide
distinctions for adults at times. But students knew, and they employed
fashion to create and solidify distinctions among themselves. The par-
ticular symbolic economy at work in Waretown is potentially general-
izable to other small-town/rural California communities, but not nec-
essarily beyond. Each setting contains its own set of codes informed by
the interaction between its specific geographic location and demograph-
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ics and the sea of popular culture we all swim in. And while the meaning
of signs varies by context, I would suggest that class remains a present,
but usually unarticulated element, in all sites.

I recognized one of the skaters who passed by us that day. I had
spoken with him early in the school year, before I had met the smokers
and fully identified the distinctions that were so important among them.
Given his attire I had guessed wrongly and asked him if he was one of
the crowd that hung out behind the school. Offended that I mistook
him as such, he scoffed, “Who, them? Oh no, they’re white trash.”

WHITE-TRASH CHOLA

“Poor white trash” was used with surprising frequency to describe the
smokers, perhaps reflecting its increased use in popular culture over the
past few years.” As [ have commented elsewhere (Bettie 1995), the cat-
egory says much about common-sense understandings of race/ethnicity
and class. Whiteness is usually an unstated but assumed racial referent
(when race is not mentioned, whiteness is assumed), so when it is pres-
ent, it reveals much. The phrase “poor white trash” suggests that color
and poverty and degenerate lifestyle so automatically go together that
when white folk are acting this way, their whiteness needs to be named.
That is, it is a racially marked category used to describe those who are
not performing whiteness (read, normative middle-class whiteness) ap-
propriately. If people of color are, in racist fashion, assumed to always
already be trash, either because of innate inferior difference or because
of culturally learned difference (i.e., culture of poverty), then hard-living
white folks are a failure to the “white race.” The presumed inherent
superiority of whiteness, as well as the ideology of upward mobility, is
challenged by the existence of white trash, and thus the difference of
class as class is made visible; poor whites are evidence of the existence
of class inequality apart from race. How can one explain white people
who behave this way except by acknowledging the existence of class
difference per se?

Unlike Mexican-American students, white students, for the most part,
did not explain class differences among themselves in racial terms.
Rather, class difference was articulated as individual difference (she’s
“popular” or she’s a “loser”) and as differences in group membership
and corresponding style (hicks, smokers, preps, etc.). Nonetheless, class
meaning did at times remain bound to racial signifiers in the logic of
white students, as it did among Mexican-American students. This was



Hard-Living, Settled-Living 129

apparent in the way some white hard-livers worked hard to clarify that
they were not Mexican. Tara explained to me in our very first conver-
sation, without any solicitation:

I’'m kinda dark, but 'm not Mexican.

In our conversation about her boyfriend’s middle-class parents, she
said that his mother had “accused me of being Mexican.” She explained
to me that she was Italian-American, and her color and features did
match this self-description (though it is also certainly possible that there
are family secrets she may or may not know). Her father, a poor man,
had worked in the fields for a time and drove what she called “a Tex-
Mex truck,” which was “one of those old beaters like the Mexicans in
the fields drive.” I couldn’t help but think that her defensiveness about
her racial status was linked to her class location and further that her
class location assisted her boyfriend’s mother’s assessment of who Tara
was, as much as coloring did. In short, Tara seemed to experience herself
as “too close for comfort,” so to speak, and she made it clear every
chance she got that she was not Mexican.

Similarly, Starr, who grew up near Bain Street in a Mexican-American
neighborhood and went to the elementary school in town which was
largely Mexican-American, also had the sense that some whites, those
who were at the bottom of the heap like herself, were almost brown.
We were talking in the lunchroom one day about girls and fights when
she told me this story:

Starr: Well, the worst one was back in junior high. All of my friends
were Mexican, *cause I went to Landon. So I was too.

Julie: You were what?

Starr: Mexican. Well, I acted like it, and they thought I was. I wore
my hair up high in front you know. And I had an accent.
Was in a gang. I banged [gang-banged] red [gang color
affiliation].

Julie: Were you the only white girl?

Starr: Yeah.

Julie: What happened? Why aren’t you friends with them now?

Starr: We got into a fight. I was in the bowling alley one day with
my boyfriend. They came in and called him a piece of white
trash. That made me mad, and I smacked her. Lucky for
her someone called the cops. They came pretty fast.

Julie: What did she mean by white trash?

Starr: Welfare people. He was a rocker. Had long hair, smoked.



130 Hard-Living, Settled-Living

This episode ended her chola performance, and she was part of the
white smoker crowd when I met her. Like most other girls, Starr had
told me that girls fight primarily about “guys,” but her actual story
reveals something different. Yes, a boy was central to the story, but the
girls were not fighting over him. Rather, her chola friends were bothered
by her association with him, which pointed to her violation of the race-
class identity she had been performing as a chola. Her friends forced her
to make a choice.

Starr’s race-class performance was a consequence of the neighbor-
hood in which she grew up, and like Tara, she had absorbed the com-
mon-sense notion that white is middle, brown is low, and, most inter-
esting, that low may become brown in certain contexts. Not unlike the
experience of middle-class cholas for whom being middle-class Mexi-
can-American felt too close to being white, Starr’s working-class version
of whiteness felt too close to being Mexican-American in this geographic
context. Girls reported that cross-race friendships were more common
in grade school, but in junior high a clear sorting out along racial lines
emerged (and along class lines too, although with less awareness). Starr’s
story is about junior high girls working to sort out class and color and
ethnicity, about the social policing of racial boundaries, and about her
move from a brown to a white racial performance (where both remained
working-class). Not insignificantly, her white performance included a
racist discourse by which she distanced herself from Mexican Americans
with derogatory statements about them.

Understanding Starr’s chola performance as a cultural appropriation
would be oversimplified. Such an interpretation is suggested by the dis-
course on “wiggas,” which is present both within youth culture (posers,
wannabes) and in media accounts, whereby white (and by some ac-
counts middle-class) youth appropriate what is marketed in popular cul-
ture as black style. Blackness is currently ubiquitous in pop culture, more
present than it has ever been historically, and has become synonymous
with hip-hop (Gray 1995). Indeed, in spite of the near absence of black
students at Waretown, “blackness” was ever present in their youth cul-
ture, represented, for example, in a sign announcing a school dance,
which read “Dance da nite away dis Friday afta da game!” Everything
youth do occurs in the shadow of popular culture, which glorifies and
romanticizes the defiant style of youth of color and black youth in par-
ticular. White students’ appropriation of black popular culture may be
more common, in part, because Spanish-speaking popular culture is less
accessible to most white students. In any case, Mexican-American sig-
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nifiers do not carry the same currency in an economy of “cool” that
black (read, hip-hop) ones do, at least not among white students. Starr
says she didn’t understand her Mexican performance as a choice, an
attempt to be cool. Yet in her choice between trash and chola identity,
perhaps the latter did have more romantic appeal. Nonetheless, hers
wasn’t an appropriation of a commodified image, devoid of context.
Rather, social geography and the ways in which self is shaped by the
degree of class and racial/ethnic homogeneity or diversity in one’s com-
munity seem salient to Starr’s identity options:

I didn’t really think about it. Those were just who my friends
were. Who I grew up with. There wasn’t really anyone else
around.

EXCEPTIONS TO THE RULE

While most of the smokers were from generations of hard-living, work-
ing-class families, there were some exceptions. Kate’s parents were col-
lege-educated middle-class people. Her dad worked as an insurance ad-
juster and her mom as a nurse. The money and cultural capital that
could provide her entry into the prep crowd was available to her. As we
sat in the grass talking one day, Kate explained:

Everyone out here is a reject. But not all for the same reason.
Julie: What are the reasons?

Kate: Most of ’em are poor and some have family problems. No
one’s popular.

We had been talking earlier about an anonymous article in the school
paper in which a student had written about homophobia in Waretown
and about being in the closet. I asked if she knew who it was and if
being gay was a reason some of the students were out here on “misfit
island.” She smiled.

No, that’s just me. Oh, and Mike too. I guess some of the
others might be, but just don’t know it yet.

I asked Kate if the difference between her parents and her friend’s par-
ents ever mattered, if her friends thought she was a poser.

No, not really. Well, sometimes. When people come over to
my house they say “Man this is nice, you’re loaded.” I don’t
bring people over much. And then I got the car [nodding
her head toward a new, shiny blue, dent-free Honda Accord
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parked on the street behind us], and so that was different from
them.

Kate had to negotiate her chosen public identity at school with the
inherited sense of place received from her family of origin. She selected
a race-class performance that was incongruous with who she “really”
was. She reinvented herself early in high school and chose new friends
who she anticipated would be less judgmental and who themselves felt
as marginal as she did, less than normal, albeit in a variety of ways. She
explained that the only rule for membership “out here” was “not to
judge.” Wendy had indicated this the day I asked if she thought it would
be okay for me to come hang out with them, if I would be accepted.
“Oh, yeah,” she said, “everyone will be okay with it. As long as you
don’t tell us to put out our cigarettes or criticize us for anything else.”
These students persistently felt the weight of judgment from the world,
and their space out here on the margins was a respite.

Kate’s class transgression was not without consequences. Like her
new hard-living peers, her class performance meant that she did not take
college-prep classes, and consequently she was unsure about her future
upon graduation. Not unlike middle-class cholas like Ana and Rosa,
Kate began with the cultural and economic capital that could lead her
more easily to a secure future than many of her peers, but her working-
class performance at school foreshadowed downward mobility. She may
or may not receive the economic support of her parents, who she believes
“are not homophobic” but “might be when it’s their kid.” Both Ana
and Kate teach us how non-class versions of marginality, in their cases
racial/ethnic and sexual identity respectively, can lead to subordinate
class futures.

DISSIDENT FEMININITIES

The smokers’ terrain was the place where gender performances were
most overtly questioned and played with. Girls’ friendships at school
were clearly organized around the version of femininity they performed.
Some of the smokers rejected conventional femininity, and this was man-
ifested in their choice of punk style. Punk, a subcultural style with its
roots among white working-class youth in Great Britain, is readily rec-
ognized there as an articulation of class consciousness, but it is also a
style that signifies a rejection of normative conventions of femininity
and masculinity and, at times, heterosexuality. Within this sign system,
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conventional ideals of feminine beauty are rejected and parodied.
Makeup is not used “invisibly” to hide flaws, but rather is worn to be
highly visible—on all genders—or not worn at all. Likewise, hair dye is
designed to be obvious, intentionally revealing dark roots and bleached
blond ends or done in neon colors like orange, blue, and green, or jet
black.'® Given the lack of class awareness in the United States, it is punk’s
gender transgressions that are perhaps more salient to U.S. youth, and
to girls in particular.!" For all girls, “it is the regimen of dress codes and
restrictions on hairstyle and application of makeup that often first ex-
poses girls to gender contradictions. Girls learn that buying and wearing
particular clothes is a highly-charged activity that situates one’s own
desires against a host of social approval ideologies” (L. Lewis 1990, 94).
Tara hated what she called “foo-foo girly stuff,” and Kate said she’d
“die before wearing a dress.” Both girls’ style worked to mock the con-
ventional trappings of femininity. As Lisa Lewis puts it, “the desire to
dress like a boy is an early form of resistance to the physical and mental
restraints that gender definitions seek to impose on girls. As girls age
and experience physical body changes, they discover relationships be-
tween modes of displaying the body and social response” (94).

Sam and Starr on the other hand did follow the conventions of fem-
ininity, and their gender performances were highly sexualized. As Lewis
notes, “the femininity pigeonhole is opposed symbolically in two usual
ways: 1) through affecting an appearance and behavior based on the
male adolescent discourse, 2) through exaggeration of the codes of fem-
inine appearance and mannerisms that frequently cross over into sexual
display” (1990, 94-95). In short, both these sets of girls rejected school-
sanctioned femininity, the kind of femininity that school officials en-
courage, but also “manage” (Hudson 1984). But their resistance man-
ifested in at least two different kinds of gender performance. While one
was dissident in its overt display of feminine sexuality, its goal to subvert
adult authority and “send school authorities reeling” (Lewis 1990), the
other was dissident in its rejection of both school-sanctioned femininity
and femininity per se.

These two manifestations of dissidence existed across the clique struc-
ture. Among cholas, for example, some displayed a highly sexual femi-
ninity, much like las chicas, but others’ style emulated boys’, wearing
oversized men’s pants and loose shirts that did not accentuate breasts,
waists, and hips. A less feminine gender performance does not, of course,
necessarily signify lesbian sexuality and was not read that way by stu-
dents. Both appeared to be understood as an acceptable range of het-
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erosexual female gender performance; girls who chose a less feminine
style were not subject to the same homophobic commentary that boys
whose gender performances fell outside of hegemonic masculinity were.

FUTURES

Both hard-livers and settled-livers came from families with low educa-
tional attainment and the related lower income. But whereas the parents
of settled-livers had managed to acquire a degree of stability, hard-livers
told family stories of hard luck. Recurring themes were illness, disability,
and death, and when such hardships occur in the context of making a
living on low-wage jobs with few benefits, there is little to cushion the
fall. One girl’s single mom died in a car accident, which left her children
to bounce from relative to relative. Another girl’s mom and dad were
struggling to support their own family on two low-wage jobs with no
benefits when his former wife was injured and confined to a wheelchair
and they had to begin supporting her and her children as well. Another
girl’s parents simultaneously lost jobs in the timber industry when the
mill closed, and then both died early of alcoholism, leaving the children
to foster care. Many girls had dads who were disabled Vietnam veterans;
one who suffered from post—traumatic stress disorder was on and off
drugs and was finally murdered in a drug deal gone wrong. One girl
told of family hardship that resulted from the unique support required
to care for a brother with mental illness; another of a grandpa who
moved in and required support after a stroke. Some told stories of gen-
erational abuse: “My dad’s dad used to beat the shit out of him. It’s
hard for me to imagine it, ’cause, I mean, I know my grandpa. He’s old,
and I can’t think of him doing it, but I know he did.” This girl had
suffered in earlier years at the hands of her father in turn.

Smokers had little to look forward to. As Tara succinctly put it, “My
life is shit.” College was not in their futures, and jobs requiring only
high school diplomas (barely achieved) do not pay a living wage and
offer no benefits. Their futures were visible in the lives of older siblings
and peers. As Lana said, “I don’t want to end up like my brothers.” One
worked in a car wash and the other at The 98 Cent Store. Other peers
and siblings worked at convenience stores, the convalescent home, a
laundromat, and various other odd jobs about town. Some supple-
mented their incomes by selling drugs.

As I stood talking in the lunchroom with Starr, she occasionally
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glanced up at the school janitor across the room and feigned sweeping
the floor around the tables with the broom she was holding. She had
been given three hours of detention for missing too much school but
could earn her way out of it through lunchroom duty. It was the last
month of school, and we were talking about her future plans. She was
not yet sure if she had completed enough credit hours to graduate and
was waiting to hear on this from the counseling office.

I want to stay in Waretown ’cause I have a friend whose uncle
belonged to the carpenter’s union, and he said he could get me in
as an apprentice ’cause he said they need women. But Mel is get-
tin” out next week. He’s full of jailhouse promises now, but I
don’t believe him.

Mel, an old boyfriend who had physically abused her and against whom
she had a restraining order, was in prison for violating the order but
was about to be released. Starr feared him and felt she needed to leave
town in order to avoid him. She planned to leave the hour after the
graduation ceremony—if she graduated.

Wendy sauntered up. She was waiting to hear whether she’d passed
a competency test required to graduate. Near the end of the school year
emotions ran high as students suffered the anticipation of the futures
ahead of them. The way in which smokers’ refusal of schooling helped
to symbolically heal their class injuries at the same time it worked to
secure their lowly place in the class hierarchy was never more clear.
Wendy was surprisingly honest about how she was feeling:

I hate this place. I want to do something with my life so bad, but
I know I never will. Art is the only thing I like. ’'m not good at
anything else, and everyone here is better than me. I just want some-
money and to have the things I like. Fuck school.

On the last day of school, we sat along the sidewalk, our backs
against the chain link fence, passing the lunch hour smoking and signing
the yearbooks that two or three of them had bothered to “acquire” (but
not necessarily buy). Wendy chuckled and read aloud what Todd had
written in hers: “See you at the welfare office.”

Better off than smokers, settled-living white girls are more likely to
find stable futures and even college educations, but if it happens, it will
be through a long circuitous route, beginning in community colleges or
vocational schools. In high school already many of these girls are strug-
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gling to catch up. Vicki, for example, who works a good thirty to thirty-
five hours per week combined at two fast food restaurants, described

her life.

Vicki:

Julie:
Vicki:

Julie:
Vicki:

Dawn was

Julie:

Dawn:

I used to have pretty good grades, you know. I had a kinda
high GPA before. But this year I just, I don’t know, I guess 'm
lazy.

What is a typical day like?

Well, after school I go home and clean up the house some and
find something to eat for me and my little brother—’cause
Mom don’t get home until 6:30 or so. But then I go to work,
and get home around ten. So then I try to do my homework.
I probably go to bed around two.

Maybe you’re not lazy, but tired.

Yeah, maybe! I mean before my senior year I didn’t work so
many hours, but now I’m trying to save for college. But then
my GPA started dropping, and I failed this one math class I
needed to get into college. And so now I take that math class
at the community college two nights a week to make up for
flunking it. And then I just found out I didn’t get into State
anyway. [ am kinda feeling bad [embarrassed] ’cause I see other
people getting letters saying they got in to state schools. I
really wanted to go away to college. I saved really hard and
bought a car so I could go, but now it has some problems and
isn’t running. Doesn’t matter now, since I’'m stuck here
anyway.

openly resentful:

I just don’t get it. I thought your senior year was supposed to
be so much fun. I’'m not having any fun. All I do is work
all the time.

What do you do with the money you make?

I been saving for JC. I didn’t apply to the state schools because
I didn’t want to pay the fifty dollars for the applications. I
didn’t want to ask mom and dad [a stepfather] for it either. I
know they’ve been trying to save money so they can move,
’cause right now he commutes a long way to work. And
my real dad, he’s not so good about paying child support, so I
didn’t even bother asking him.

Several boys and a handful of girls planned to enter the military. For
many girls this was not an option because it conflicted too much with
their gender identity; Tara, on the other hand, thought it would be great
because “I’d get to wear combat boots.” Like Dawn, many students
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routinely revealed an awareness of their parents’ financial struggle and
made decisions accordingly.

Liza: I’m going to join the army because then they pay for you to go
to school.

Julie: Could your parents have paid for you to go to college if you
wanted to?

Liza: Yeah, well, they could’ve helped. But the thing is, I have two
little brothers and a little sister, and so I know that they are
going to have to help them out too. So I figured I’d just do this
on my own. Hope there’s no war.

Jessica: 1 checked that out, going into the navy. But I heard you have
to go live in a submarine for two weeks, and there is no
way I’'m going down there. I saw The Deep. That thing is
down there! I'm going to business school!

Many settled-living girls were somewhere in between the college-prep
and non-prep tracks, taking classes from both. When T asked Tami if
she had taken the course work to get into college, she said:

Well, I started out taking ’em, but we’re kinda poor. ’Cause
my dad just gets disability and mom’s job doesn’t really

pay much. I’d have to pay my own way. So then I kinda
stopped worrying about getting all the courses you need, ’cause
I didn’t think I could really go anyway. But I did take some

of those classes this year, just in case I could get to go somehow.

Settled-livers were the most confused about their class identity. Often
quick to distinguish themselves from the smokers, they knew also that
they were not quite the same as preps, but were not always clear why.
Unlike the smokers, they didn’t reject school wholly, yet they were frus-
trated by the inequality they experienced in relation to preps regarding
college and work futures. There are multiple ways in which class remains
discursively invisible while its effects are felt. Class is variously displaced,
and the injury for both hard- and settled-livers is that without a dis-
course of class their own lives, and their parents’ lives, can only be un-
derstood as a consequence of some personal inadequacy, an individual
failure.

Like las chicas, both hard- and settled-living white girls had cynical
attitudes about family futures. They were full of stories about fathers
who had cheated on mothers and ruined marriages, sending moms into
spirals of downward mobility; of fathers who failed to pay child support;
of fathers who were described as gruff and indifferent at best and abusive
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at worst. Their own experiences with male peers were too similar and
included boys who shirked the responsibility of an unplanned preg-
nancy. These girls wanted and needed economic equality, whether inside
or outside of heterosexual relationships, but sensed this would not come
easy.



CHAPTER §

Border Work between
Classes

Many school ethnographies are comparative studies of students across
class categories and make generalizations about the experiences of mid-
dle-class students and of working-class students.! In order to speak
about these class categories as if they are two clearly distinct peer group-
ings, one must ignore many students who are exceptions to the rule that
class origin equates to class future. While the correlation is strong be-
tween parents’ socioeconomic status and a student’s membership in a
middle- or working-class peer group, tracking experience, academic
achievement, and consequent class future, it is imperfect, and there are
always at least a handful of working-class students who are college-prep
and upwardly mobile and a handful of middle-class students who are
on the vocational track and downwardly mobile. Nonetheless, because
research generally tends to highlight patterns, such cases are typically
ignored, precisely because they are exceptions to the rule.

White girls from middle-class families who were downwardly mobile
at school were very rare. Kate was one such girl, and her own account
of herself suggests that her sexual identity as a lesbian might have di-
rected her friendship with the most marginalized poor white kids, who
construe themselves as misfits of various kinds and who she believed
might accept her more readily. Another girl, Leah, was also from a mid-
dle-class family but hung with a working-class peer group. She explained
her location there in terms of her mother’s alcoholism and verbal abuse.
The disparity between her family life and that of her high-achieving
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middle-class counterparts, who she assumed all “have perfect families,”
was too much to negotiate. She felt more comfortable among a crowd
in which difficulties at home (substance abuse, domestic violence, and
economic hardship) were not unusual.?

Middle-class Mexican-American girls who were downwardly mobile,
like Ana and Rosa, were more common. Students’ constructions of iden-
tity vary by context, meaning that racial/ethnic categories often have
different meanings in different settings (Matute-Bianchi 1991; Hem-
mings 1996). Given the particular racial/ethnic composition of this
school, middle-class Mexican-American girls had to negotiate what felt
like a contradiction: being simultaneously Mexican-American and mid-
dle-class in an environment where such a social location was rare. These
girls were vulnerable to accusations of “acting white,” to tracking by
virtue of color and ethnicity, and to the variety of institutional barriers
that impinge on academic achievement for students of color—social
forces that increased the likelihood that, in spite of their class advantage
(parents’ economic and cultural capital), they might become down-
wardly mobile working-class performers, members of a working-class
peer group who were without plans for college and headed instead to-
ward low-wage jobs in the community. The fact that students of color
from middle-class origins are more likely to be represented in working-
class peer groups than are white students of middle-class origins points
to the continued salience of race/ethnicity for academic achievement
when holding class constant.

In this chapter I want to focus on those few girls, both white and
Mexican-American, who were from working-class origins but who were
upwardly mobile middle-class performers in high school, en route to
achieving a university education, and to ask what we might learn from
their exceptionalism. Foregrounding these exceptions to the rule, I ex-
plore what their experience might reveal about the way in which race/
ethnicity and gender, as autonomous axes of social inequality, intersect
with class.

There are two main questions about these girls that are of interest.
The first obvious question is why they are exceptional. The answer
would be welcomed by educators and policy makers who wish to shape
educational and broader social policy to increase the educational success
of youth who are typically considered “at risk.” I looked for reasons for
each girl’s exceptionality, why they desired to and were able to perform
class identities other than their own. In fact, the reasons seemed multiple
and varied, but some patterns can be identified, which I offer here as
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tentative explanations for why these girls are upwardly mobile, as I have
done for the downwardly mobile middle-class girls we’ve met like Ana,
Rosa, and Kate.

The other question is how they do it. How do they negotiate the
disparity between the working-class identity acquired from home and
the performance of a middle-class identity at school, the disparity be-
tween their family lives and the family lives of their middle-class peers?
What is the subjective experience of class passing, of “choosing” upward
mobility and all that comes with it? While the question of causality is
difficult to answer and my analysis should be considered exploratory
and limited, given my small sample, this second question is more readily
answered given my ethnographic methodology.

WHITE GIRLS: CONTINGENT ROUTES TO MOBILITY

I met Staci during a slow day in the yearbook class. Most of the students
were working on various aspects of pulling that year’s annual together,
but Staci felt she needed to put her energy elsewhere on this day and
was headed to the library to look up some information for a history
paper due at the end of the week. Staci’s membership in the prep crowd
was unusual, given her parents’ economic and cultural capital. Her fa-
ther worked “doing maintenance” at a retirement community. But the
fact that her mother worked for a time in the kitchen at the private
elementary school in town enabled Staci to receive a subsidized private
school education, and she ran with the most academically elite crowd
of girls at the school.

Like Staci, Heather had also attended private school but not with a
subsidy, and it was difficult to understand how her parents could have
afforded it. Her father worked as a mechanic and her mother as a nurse’s
aide. Between them they were nearing middle-income, but most Ware-
town families in this category were not sending their kids to private
schools. As T pushed for a clearer explanation, she indicated that her
parents experienced great financial sacrifice in order to send her to
school, even borrowing money from relatives, but they felt it was worth
it. According to her, her parents wanted to segregate her from “bad
influences.” This turned out to be a euphemism for Mexican-American
students.

Likewise, Jennifer told me that while her parents had been able to
afford to send her to private elementary school, they could not afford
to send her brother too. Instead, they arranged for him to attend school
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in a neighboring town, and, once again, the reason was to avoid “bad
influences.” When I pressed her for the meaning of this, she hesitated
before describing her brother.

Jennifer: He’s, um, he won’t admit to being prejudiced, but he doesn’t
like Mexicans. He thinks they should all go back to their
own country, and he’s very, like, I don’t know, he’s just very
opinionated, very traditional like my dad, he just, I don’t
know.

Julie: So he doesn’t like going to school in Waretown because there
iS...

Jennifer: Mexicans, and he doesn’t, and I know he’d get in a lot of
trouble if he was here. And, plus he swims, and the swim team
at the other school is better. And it is just a better education
there.

The neighboring town was composed of primarily white residents and
was mostly middle-class. Many working-class whites with jobs in the
town could not afford to live there and commuted from other, more
working-class towns nearby, like Waretown.

Mandy was also college-prep, although her membership among these
girls was even more difficult to explain. She had not attended private
elementary school yet did reasonably well academically in junior high
and managed to get in with the prep crowd by high school. When I
asked her why she was not friends with the kids from her neighborhood
and what motivated her academically, she readily articulated a self de-
fined in opposition to her older brother. As she explained,

My brother, um, actually had his first child before he graduated
from high school. After he graduated, they got married, and
he joined the navy to support them. I can remember being

at my aunts’ and uncles’ houses, and they’re all talkin’ about
my brother and me and what’s gonna happen to us. And

even my cousins, they used to have bets on if I was gonna get
pregnant by fifteen or sixteen. I was kind of destined to fall
into my brother’s footsteps, and so I think that ever since

I was ten years old, my goal was to prove everyone wrong. |
was gonna graduate, I was gonna go to college, I was gonna
make something big, and then I was gonna come back and
say, “Well, look what I did.” When I entered high school, my
family started realizing that I was gonna do something
whether they wanted me to or not. All of the sudden I started
getting this support, and it was like, you know, “You might
be the first one of the family to actually do something.”
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Heather had a similar story:

My brother, Ray, he’s a hoodlum. He dropped out of high
school. He had lots of problems with drugs and alcohol, and
after he dropped out of school, he had a really rough time.
My mom, when he left the house, she just cried. It was, it was
something that you just did not talk about. She rolled with

the punches the best she could. I just saw them [my parents] in
so much agony about him the whole time. He was such a
rebel. I felt bad for them. He put them through so much.

Later, she added,

I’m an angel. I do my schoolwork, don’t get into trouble. My
parents have had enough of that.

At times, then, an individual girl’s academic motivation seemed to
come from defining herself in opposition to older bothers who were
labeled delinquent and who, as the girls had witnessed, caused their
parent(s) angst. It seemed that feminine norms sometimes allowed girls
to forgo the delinquent paths their brothers might have felt compelled
to follow as working-class boys, the need to engage in rituals of proving
masculinity. [ heard this story frequently enough, among both white and
Mexican-American girls, that I began to suspect that working-class girls
might experience a certain advantage over their male counterparts as a
consequence of being girls. The social pressure for girls to conform and
follow rules as part of the definition of femininity makes it a possibility
that they might do better in school than working-class boys, for whom
defining manhood includes more pressure to engage in risk-taking be-
havior and overt resistance to control. Girls may not only be less likely
to engage in such activities but are relatively less likely to be labeled and
punished as delinquents if they do (although this was somewhat less true
for Mexican-American girls). That working-class girls might actually do
better academically than working-class boys is a possibility easily missed
by those taking an additive analytical approach to race, class, and gender
as social forces. Such an approach would simply presume that girls’
educational experiences and opportunities are in all cases “worse” than
boys’, rather than exploring the unique set of challenges girls face. Even
if working-class girls do have higher academic achievement than their
male counterparts (and this is unknown), the possibility of pregnancy
and the fact that jobs for women with only a high school degree pay
less than those for men with the same degree mediates and inhibits girls’
mobility in the long run.?
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Liz articulated yet another route to mobility. When I asked how it
was that she came to be a part of her college-prep friendship circle, she
explained that early on she discovered that she was good at basketball,
and it was through this sport that she met and began to spend time with
girls who were far more privileged than she was. Through association
with high achievers, she was exposed to information that helped her get
ahead. Overhearing conversations about college requirements and col-
lege-prep courses made her aware of the existence of two tracks of
schooling and what she was missing out on. She clung to a middle-class
girl, Amber, her best friend, hoping, it seemed, that she might “catch”
the middle-classness Amber took for granted. Unable to name her desire
as class envy, she simply said, “I’d like to be in a situation like that.”

But I would expect that sports as a route to mobility was more com-
mon for boys than girls, given that high schools tend to offer more
support for male athletics and that boys are more likely to choose ath-
letics than girls. For some girls, being athletic still conflicts with a fem-
inine gender identity, just as did the military option, which has histori-
cally worked as a route out of poverty for working-class boys.

WHITE GIRLS: BECOMING UPWARDLY MOBILE

Common among those girls whose families were much more working-
class than the families of their closest friends was their nascent awareness
of the difference between these class cultures. Class is a relational iden-
tity; awareness of class difference is dependent upon the class and race
geography of the environment in which one lives and moves. While
the community of one’s formative years and schooling experiences, in
particular, may be key shapers of one’s perceptions of class differ-
ence, awareness of one’s location in a class hierarchy is an ongoing
and context-specific process. Beverley Skeggs (1997), in her semi-
autobiographical book, explains that because her childhood was spent
in a class-segregated community, “My first real recognition that I could
be categorized by others as working-class happened when I went to
university. . . . For the first time in my life I started to feel insecure. All
the prior cultural knowledge [capital] in which I had taken pride lost its
value, and I entered a world where I knew little and felt I could com-
municate even less.” The working-class, upwardly mobile girls I met, by
virtue of their location in mixed-class peer groups, had an earlier aware-
ness of class distinctions, although they did not often name those dif-
ferences as such.
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In other words, upward mobility might occur at various points in life.
As they acquire cultural and economic capital at different ages, up-
wardly mobiles begin passing in middle-class contexts at different times.
Where Skeggs only began passing upon entry into college, some of the
girls I knew began in junior high, and those with private school educa-
tions, in elementary school. Given that Staci has been part of a middle-
class peer group since her private elementary school education, even
though she is from a working-class family, her experience of college will
likely be far different than the one Skeggs describes for herself. How
comfortable one is performing a middle-class identity might in part de-
pend on how long one has been doing it and how much time has passed
for advantages to be gained from upward mobility, thus making the
experience of working-class upwardly mobiles difficult to generalize
about.

Another factor in the variability of class experience is geographic
location. Most people tend to believe that school curricula are fairly
standard across the country. While we know that not all students will
learn the same things, we too often assume that everyone is exposed to
the same set of knowledges (Oakes 1985). As Jeannie Oakes shows in
her 1985 study of tracking, this is clearly not the case. Students are
exposed to very different knowledges, not only as a result of which track
they are assigned to, but also as a result of the geographic location of
their school. In working-class communities where the majority of the
student body is not expected to attend college, a school may offer a
stronger vocational than academic curriculum. In Waretown, the chil-
dren of farmworkers attended the same high school as the children of
landowners, but the latter were, of course, a smaller population. The
majority of high school graduates (70 percent) did not go on to attend
four-year institutions, and Waretown did offer a strong vocational cur-
riculum.*

Geographic variability shapes the likelihood of class mobility. Being
working-class and attending a well-funded school with a middle-class
clientele where a curriculum of knowledge that is highly valued by so-
ciety is made available is a far different experience than attending school
in an isolated working-class community where the mere exposure to a
college-prep curriculum is limited. Upwardly mobile girls from Ware-
town will likely develop an even greater awareness of class difference
when they leave this agricultural community behind.

Due to their location in a college-prep rather than a vocational cur-
riculum, these upwardly mobile working-class girls at times showed a
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clearer understanding of the fact of class differences than did their vo-
cational counterparts. Liz was one of very few students I met who ac-
tually named herself as “working-class.”

Julie: You said you were “working-class” earlier. Where did you get
that term, what does it mean?

Liz: Ilearned it in a social science class or maybe in history.
Working-class is like the serfs you know, the working-class are
the majority, blue-collar versus the college-educated.

It is ironic that Liz learned this in her college-prep curriculum, and
this raises the question of what it might mean for working-class students
(especially those located in the vocational track who will continue to be
working class) to become conscious of themselves as class subjects, to
learn labor history, for example. Even the smallest exposure to knowl-
edge of class as a structural inequality might aid those students who can
only see their status as linked to their own and their parents’ individual
inadequacies, because this is all the U.S. ideology of individualism offers
as an explanation for economic inequality. As we’ve seen, working-class
vocational students were obscurely aware of their difference from col-
lege-prep students, but never articulated it as clearly as Liz did.

Unlike working-class girls who were segregated in vocational tracks
and so were rarely in mixed-class settings or peer groups, those working-
class girls who were middle-class performers were not as mystified by
the success of preps. By virtue of crossing, they could see the advantages
and privileges their middle-class friends experienced. They were more
acutely aware of the cultural differences based on class, as they found
themselves exposed to the children of middle-class professionals in the
college-prep curriculum, on the basketball court, in student government,
and in middle-class homes. They could see the reasons why they had to
work harder, and they were less likely to attribute friends’ success to
some innate difference between them.

Unlike vocational-track working-class girls, who were often unclear
about the differences among community college, state university, and
UC (including prestige differences), and unclear on the distinctions be-
tween various kinds of certificates and degrees available, these working-
class girls who were early middle-class performers had come to under-
stand these distinctions through exposure to the college-prep curriculum
and friends who took such knowledge for granted. When I asked Mandy
if her mom and dad had gone to college, she said:
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No. Dad was in the army, Vietnam. Now he works as a postal
clerk. My mom, well, I argue this with my mom all the time.
She’s convinced she went to college. And I'm not convinced
she did. She went to junior college and got an associate degree.
She calls this college, but I don’t. I mean it’s just a certificate,
she’s a secretary. I'll be the first one in my family that’s ever
gone to a four-year college.

These girls also perceived that they had to work exceptionally hard
to earn their high school diploma and to get into college relative to their
middle-class friends. As Staci said,

They’ve always been kind of handed everything, that they’ve
never really had to think about their future, and I was always,
like, I don’t want my future to be like my parents. And, I
mean, that was like a big influence on me, I mean, my goal is I
don’t ever want to have to worry about money, like we have
all my life. My friends never had to deal with that or anything
and, it’s just like everything has always been handed to

them, and they, I mean, they never knew anything else.

I want to go to college and get a good education so I can
have a better life, and they have always had a good life. I
work my butt off, but it just seems easier for them. It’s just
always everything has always kinda been there for them.

When I asked Liz (working-class) and Amanda (middle-class) whether
they considered themselves good at school, Amanda modestly offered
“pretty good,” while Liz shook her head “no.”

Amanda:

Liz:

Amanda:

Liz:
Amanda:

No, you are too.

Well, I’'m not. She is an amazing writer, and I mean sometimes
she’ll have a lot of fun in class, but she, I mean, she’s an A
student all the way. Everything she does is—

When I do my work, I do okay, but I’'m a procrastinator, and
I don’t apply myself.

When she applies herself, she is like great.
But Liz’s good. She works hard at it.

In a later private conversation, Liz expanded on her perception that
Amanda could afford to be a bit reckless about school, procrastinate,
and still do alright. She felt that Amanda took much for granted that
she does not. Liz, working incredibly hard to stay on top, feels she has
no room for occasional slip-ups the way she believes her peers do.
Moreover, these girls were aware of the fact that they exceeded their
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parents’ educational level early on, and they perceived the fact that their
parents were unable to help them with school as a handicap. As Mandy
explained,

Ever since I’ve been in honors classes, Pve always been around
these people, you know, their parents have advanced degrees and
everything else. My parents were never able to help me out with
math. Once I entered algebra, that was it, that was as far as they
could help me. I remember one time in this one class we had this
project, we had to build something. One girl’s father was an ar-
chitect, and her father designed and basically built the entire proj-
ect for her. We all had these dinky little things, and she’s got this
palace!

Later, however, she attempted to define her parents’ lack of education
as an asset.

I mean, I was never mad at my parents because they couldn’t help
me. [ was actually happy, because once we get to college, you’re
not gonna call your parents up and say “Hey, Dad, can you de-
sign this for me?” You’re on your own then. And so I’ve always
had to work on my own with my schoolwork, it was always on
my own, whereas other students, they always had their parents
standing right there, you know?

Simultaneously distancing from and connecting to parents was a
common theme in the discourse of these upwardly mobile working-class
students. On the one hand, they wanted to point to the importance of
mobility, while on the other hand they did not want to degrade their
parents by suggesting they sought to become someone other than who
their parents were. Such a desire to distance themselves from elements
of working-class community while remaining close to and respecting
their parents was a difficult process to navigate and often left them
speaking in contradictions. They experienced some confusion and am-
bivalence when they realized that their own desire for mobility implicitly
might mean that something was wrong with who they and their parents
are now.

These middle-class-performing working-class girls were also readily
able to see the differences between their own parents and those of their
friends. They were painfully aware of the fact that their friends’ parents
viewed their own parents with indifference at best, disdain at worst.
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When I asked Liz, whose mother works in retail, if she and Amanda’s
parents knew each other, she said they did and then went on,

Well, but my mom is not friends with her mom. They [Amanda’s
parents] are not rich snobs, like in New York or something, but
her mom would see someone who helps her in a store as, well,
just a clerk in the store. My mom would be [willing to be] friends
with her mom, but I think her mom would be less accepting.

When I asked Mandy about what differences she perceived between
herself and most of the students she takes courses with, she noted,

In an honors class once, the teacher asked how many of us had
parents who went to college. All but me and two others raised
our hand. I know people think differently of me, [shrugging] but
oh well.

I sat next to Heather at a girls’ basketball game one evening. She was
sitting on the bleachers with the rest of her prep friends, front and center,
cheering on the team, many of whom were part of their peer group. She
kept glancing at the corner of the gym where several adults were stand-
ing, people who had come after halftime (when admission was free) to
watch for a few minutes but weren’t committed enough to staying to
take a spot on the bleachers. I asked her if she was expecting someone,
and she whispered, “My dad said he might stop by and check the score.
I hope he doesn’t.” In a later conversation she said,

Well, just, um, my family is a lot different than my other, my
friends’ families. Just because my friends’ families are real formal,
and they are, like, a lot, I don’t know, a lot different. Like my
best friend’s dad owns the bank, and they always have nice
things, and it’s like, I don’t know. I’ve been embarrassed, espe-
cially of my dad, a lot, just *cause he’s a real hick-like kind of
guy, wears those kind of clothes, I don’t know. All growing up, I
was embarrassed of him, and I didn’t want to take him anywhere.
They are just different from a lot of other people’s parents.

Where I first thought the idea of her father attending the game repre-
sented the standard embarrassment teens experience in relationship to
having their parents near them at social events, I recognized later that
its meaning went beyond this for her. In the middle-class milieu of the
school, some parents are more embarrassing than others.
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MEXICAN-AMERICAN GIRLS:
CONTINGENT ROUTES TO MOBILITY

There was a small group of Mexican-American girls, mostly second-
generation but also including two girls who had immigrated, who were
from poor and working-class families and who were exceptional in that
they did not identify with the cholas or las chicas but rather were middle-
class performers on the college-prep track.

Like their white college-prep counterparts, they performed school-
sanctioned femininity, wearing little or no makeup and less sexualized
or dissident clothing than working-class performers. Teachers per-
ceived them as modest and tasteful, their demeanor as “nice,” not
“hard,” and they were very involved in school activities, although dif-
ferent ones than white preps. Although cholas and las chicas were dis-
tinct peer groups, these Mexican-American college-prep girls linked
the two in their minds because both enacted dissident versions of fem-
ininity and a race-class performance that represented being in or at
least allied to gangs. They participated in and took leadership roles in
other activities like MESA (Math, Engineering, and Science Achieve-
ment program for minority students), EOP (Early Outreach Program),
AVID (Advancement via Individual Determination program), Ballet
Folklorico, the organizing of the annual Cinco de Mayo dance, and
similar programs and activities.

As with the white girls, it is difficult to account for upwardly mobile
Mexican-American girls’ exceptional status, but there are a variety of
enabling conditions for each of these individual girls’ mobility. Although
the experience of exceptionalism that these girls articulated in some
ways paralleled white working-class girls’ accounts, in other ways the
two groups’ experiences diverged, revealing the racial/ethnic specificity
of their early mobility experiences.

Like Liz, Adriana’s location in the college-prep curriculum seemed in
part to be linked to organized sports. She showed a talent for soccer
early on and received much support for it from home, because her father
was a big fan. (“Soccer is always on our TV,” she said. “He gets cable
just for the soccer.”) Adriana’s friendship group in junior high thus in-
cluded many of the college-prep girls who tend to dominate organized
sports. Like Liz, through association with preps, she experienced the
benefit of the privileged treatment by teachers and counselors that is
often reserved for college-prep students. But while she was friendly with
these girls in the classroom and on the playing field, she primarily located
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herself in a peer group of other working-class Mexican-American girls
who were middle-class performers.

Like the white working-class girls, these girls at times told stories of
defining self in opposition to delinquent brothers. When I asked if she
was going to go to college, Adriana said,

Yeah. That is my hope, because all my brothers have let my
dad down. My dad was like, he really like was hoping that, he
thought they would, you know, be somebody, you know.

It’s like a lot of pressure on me to be someone, you know, not
like my brothers. And I know I can do it. I mean, I want to
do it, but you never know what’s going to happen.

But more often they told stories of older siblings as the source of help
and inspiration to go to college. Usually, but not always, these older
siblings were sisters, generally an older sister who had finally managed,
through a long and circuitous route that included junior college and
many part-time and full-time jobs, to attend a four-year school. The
older sisters sought to help their younger sibling manage more easily by
advising them on the importance of getting the courses required for state
university or UC admission done in high school (rather than in junior
college), on taking SAT tests, and on filling out applications for financial
aid and admissions on time. Luisa had two older sisters attending state
schools, and she had been accepted to three university campuses. I asked
her if her mother had encouraged her to go to college early on.

Luisa: No, my sister did. She kind of like, she’s the one who encouraged
me.

Julie: Your mom didn’t?

Luisa: She doesn’t really want me to go away. She’s not really
educational. She doesn’t really, I don’t know, I guess, understand
what college, you know, is all about.

When I asked her if she had understood the differences between attend-
ing a junior college versus a state university or UC school, she said,

Yeah, just from my sister. She always taught me what, you
know, she’s the one who told me what the differences were,
and she helped me figure out that I wanted to go to UC,
because I didn’t want to go spend two years at a JC and [then]
like go for four more years, because I thought that was like

a waste of two years.”
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Although Angela did not have older siblings guiding her, she clearly
saw it as her job to help her five younger siblings. When I asked her
about her social life, she said,

Well, I don’t spend time like I used to, with friends so much. My
family, my little brothers and sister are more important than
friends. They need to get ahead. And I don’t want them to get be-
hind or something. I want to help them do well.

Because she had so many younger siblings to help, who took energy
away from her own schooling and who would need to use the family’s
economic resources, I had doubts that Angela’s college dream would be
realized, but it seemed likely that her siblings would benefit from her
sacrifices. Indeed, this was a factor for Victoria, whose mobility was
fostered by having older siblings—much older, in fact, since her mother
was forty-two when Victoria was born. Not only were these older sib-
lings able to advise her, but by the time she was ready to go to college
many of them were established and could help her financially.

In short, older siblings who were the first in the family to go to college
turned out to be important sources of insider information already
known to students whose parents were college-educated, providing cul-
tural and social capital not available from parents, and at times eco-
nomic capital as well.

Two of the girls in this middle-class performing group were immi-
grants, and explaining their exceptionalism requires other considera-
tions. These two girls were fluent enough in English to be able to com-
plete college-prep courses. The remainder of immigrant girls in the
senior class were on the vocational track. Many authors have noted the
greater educational success of immigrant students compared to their
second- and third-generation counterparts.’ It was Waretown school
counselors’ subjective impression that immigrant students “do better”
in school. However, precise statistics were not kept, and there are so
many variables to account for that it is impossible to say if this is true
for certain. For example, does saying immigrant students “do better”
mean that they have a higher rate of graduation and/or higher grades?
Are those grades and graduation rates linked to an academic or voca-
tional curriculum?

A limitation of my own study is that, since I am a monolingual En-
glish speaker, I only studied fully bilingual and English-speaking girls,
which meant they were almost entirely second- and third-generation.
With only two immigrant girls in my study, I am unable to make gen-
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eralizing comparisons between the experiences of these two college-prep
immigrant girls and their vocational-track counterparts. But the fact that
I met only two college-prep immigrant girls in a senior class of nearly
five hundred is telling. If immigrant students in general were doing well
at Waretown, they were doing so in the vocational, not the college-prep,
curriculum.

One explanation for the achievement of these two immigrant girls is
that their parents had some other benefits and resources that enabled
them to be more mobile than their vocational track counterparts. In her
work on the educational mobility of low-income Chicana/os, Patricia
Géandara (1995) asks not why low-income Chicana/os fail, but why
those who experience class mobility succeed. She suggests that “family
stories” can work as a kind of cultural capital for these students. The
people in her study told stories of coming from families that were well-
to-do or had achieved high levels of education in Mexico, or of families
that had lost their fortunes—and so their status and financial well-
being—in fleeing Mexico because they were on the losing side in the
Mexican revolution.

When I asked Lupita, who had immigrated at thirteen, had quickly
learned English, was an academic star at the school, and had been ad-
mitted to several University of California campuses, why she was dif-
ferent from the other students in her neighborhood, she explained that
while their families had immigrated from rural areas of Mexico, her
family had come from an urban environment where there was greater
access to education. In fact, she had an older sibling who had received
a college degree in Mexico.

The majority of the immigrant families, they are totally farm-
workers. In Mexico they used to work on farms, they used to
work in the fields, so they came, and they are having the same
work they used to do, right? So it’s like their lives, they didn’t
change as dramatically, because they came to the same work they
were doing. They used to live in little towns where they didn’t
have high schools there. If their kids wanted to go to high school,
they would have to go to another town where they have high
schools. So, I mean, they’re used to that, you know, they’re used
to saying, “Okay, high school is the top thing that you’re going
to get because we have no more way to get any more education
for you.” And I think the difference is that we [her family] used
to live in a big city where we had all the facilities. And, I mean,
my brother, he’s a college graduate. So it’s been like a tradition in
my family to go to school.
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And Angela reported that her family had been well-to-do in the United
States before they were deported:

My grandparents owned property here. They were well off. After
the war, my grandfather had to come back across the border and
start from scratch all over again.

Employing Bourdieu, Gandara suggests that in telling these stories to
their children, mothers, in particular, transmitted a disposition toward
schooling and the future that worked as cultural capital for their chil-
dren. In other words, having a structural rather than an individual ex-
planation for one’s class location, such as the history of colonialism and
institutionalized racism, assisted some working-class students’ success.
Family stories “represented the creation of a history that would break
the links between the parents’ current occupational status and their chil-
dren’s future academic attainment” (1995, 55).

Gandara also speculates that some of the family stories may not be
true, or are embellished, but points out that their truth or falsity is at
some level irrelevant to the purpose that they serve, which is to create a
positive perception of oneself and one’s family and engender in children
a sense of hopefulness and deservedness that might otherwise be absent.
The stories establish individual and family worth by suggesting that “We
don’t really belong in these circumstances, it is a mistake, and in fact we
do have intrinsic worth despite appearances.” Consistent with this, Lu-
pita described grandparents who were property owners in Mexico and
explained that there was a family dispute over this property when the
grandparents died. In her mind, her family’s current state of poverty was
only because of this dispute.

In part Gandara is engaging the same questions as does Jay MacLeod
(1987) who, while in no way diminishing the importance of structural
variables, also considers the role of aspirations in either enabling or
restricting mobility. In some cases, working-class black boys in Mac-
Leod’s study had higher aspirations than did their white working-class
counterparts. This was, in part, because black students believed that
while things were especially difficult for their parents’ generation, they
themselves would reap the benefits of being educated in a post—civil
rights era.

MacLeod’s research was done in the early 1980s, but in the 1995
edition of his book he finds that these black students’ aspirations were
dashed by their experience in the job market after high school, suggest-
ing that a latter generation of black students may be less naive about
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the effects of the civil rights movement, as their lives clearly represent
to them that the status of black Americans is characterized not by a
linear progression upward but by peaks and valleys. Likewise, the girls
I studied were fully aware of the fact that the status of Mexican-
Americans was not on a linear progression upward and that their lives
might not be any easier, even given the Mexican-American civil rights
movement. In just the past five years, they had witnessed the passage of
three ballot measures in California that put clear brakes on the possi-
bility of mobility for Mexican Americans. Proposition 187, passed in
1994, took social services such as public health care and public school
education away from undocumented immigrants. Proposition 209,
passed in 1996, eliminated affirmative action and thus encouraged other
states to do the same. Proposition 227, passed in 1998, formally ended
bilingual education in the state of California, re-igniting an English-only
movement that spread throughout the country.

I began to identify an “immigrant orientation” (Ogbu and Matute-
Bianchi 1986) that existed among some girls, regardless of whether they
were immigrants or not, meaning they employed as a mobility strategy
the belief in the classical immigrant story of using education as a route
to the American dream of upward mobility.¢ As Gandara explains, some
of the people in her study, even some who were second- and third-
generation Chicana/o, “behaved very much like recent immigrants in
their transmission of a hard work / education-as-a-mobility-strategy
ethic” (1995, 112). This group of working-class college-prep students
engaged this strategy, holding out hope for education as their route to
mobility, more than did vocational students (cholas and las chicas), who
were far more cynical about their ability to achieve success via educa-
tion. However, these college-prep girls were not blind to the barriers
that exist or to new ones that were currently being created by the state
legislature. They were in fact, neither duped by achievement ideology or
blindly assimilated, but rather were able to hold both hope and a prac-
tical cynicism in their minds simultaneously.

If, as MacLeod suggests, working-class students of color at times have
higher aspirations than white working-class students, this does not mean
that those higher aspirations result in higher achievement; a variety of
structural barriers remain in place that inhibit their mobility. In the cases
of Lupita and Angela, while family benefits, whether real or imagined,
shape student aspirations, they do not dictate outcomes. Lupita did ap-
pear to come from an educated extended family in Mexico, and her
college-educated sibling provided her with cultural capital that would
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possibly benefit her. But with five younger siblings, no health care, and
a sick mother, Angela remains less likely to reap the benefits of her
higher aspirations. Even though she was admitted to a UC campus, she
was hoping to attend a nearby junior college:

That’s the only place I can go, because I can’t afford to go away.

And when I asked Lupita about her family’s income, she explained,

Oh, you know how Mexican families are, a little bit from here, a
little bit from there. My dad pays the rent, mom buys the food,
my little brother pays the phone bill, and ’'m responsible for the
gas bill. My uncles fill in whatever else is needed.

Adriana cannot afford not to live at home, and her family cannot spare
her economic contribution to the household.

MEXICAN-AMERICAN GIRLS:
BECOMING UPWARDLY MOBILE

As with white working-class upwardly mobiles, these Mexican-
American middle-class performers could see the differences between
themselves and middle-class preps (mostly white) somewhat more
clearly than their vocational counterparts could. But where whites ar-
ticulated their difference from preps in veiled class terms, Mexican-
American girls articulated their difference clearly in terms of race. For
example, Luisa commented:

I think it is harder for Mexican-American students, because I
think most white people have, like, money, like their parents, they
went to college, and they have money. They have an education.
But, you know, ’'m not saying, well, you know, it’s my mom’s
fault that she didn’t go to college. She could have, you know, but
I don’t know, it’s just, like, that’s just what it is, kind of. The
white students don’t understand because, you know, their parents
got to go to college, you know, had an education, they all have
jobs.

Like white girls, Mexican-American girls wanted to point to the im-
portance of mobility, yet did not want this to mean that their parents’
lives were without value. They thus expressed a certain amount of am-
bivalence toward mobility and/or the acquisition of the middle-class cul-
tural forms that accompany mobility. This can be seen in Luisa’s com-
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ment above, where she identifies her mother’s limited education but then
notes her mother is not to blame for this. Similarly, Adriana said,

Well, ’'m proud of my parents. ’'m proud of my dad, because,
like, if anybody says anything about their parents, you know, like
that, like an expression, “Oh, they went to college,” you know,
or “They have a business degree,” or something like that. Like
I'm proud of my dad, you know, he learned just from doing,
from life. Being as poor as we were, he, you know, we’re like do-
ing good, you know.

Mobility experiences can never be understood outside of their racial/
ethnic specificity. Like white working-class girls, these girls were well
aware of having exceeded their parents’ abilities. But for them the ac-
quisition of middle-class cultural forms also meant becoming bilingual,
while their parents remained primarily Spanish speakers.”

Where white working-class girls would say generally that they didn’t
want to struggle for money the way their parents did, Mexican-
American girls were cognizant of the correlation between being Mexi-
can-American and being poor and were more likely to name the specific
occupations that the poorest people in their community worked and
identified their motivation to escape these kinds of work. Angela de-
clared:

I don’t want to be like everyone else, I want to, I want something
better. I hate working in the fields, that’s not for me, and I don’t
want to do that. It is minimum wage and I don’t want to work
for that.

And Adriana said,

When I think about havin’ to work in the fields or cannery, then I
get back to studying real hard.

Unlike third-generation girls of middle-class origin who struggled
hard in this particular context with being at once Mexican-American
and middle-class and who tended at times to buy into the idea that to
be authentically Mexican one must adopt working-class cultural forms,
the college-prep working-class girls discussed here refused to interpret
mobility as assimilation to whiteness and were not apologetic about
their mobility; they did not feel any “less Mexican” for being college
bound. John Ogbu and Maria Eugenia Matute-Bianchi (1986) suggest
there is a difference between students who adopt an immigrant orien-
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tation toward schooling and those who adopt a caste-like orientation.
A caste-like orientation equates schooling with a loss of racial/ethnic
identity (i.e., “acting white”) and leads to an adaptive strategy of resis-
tance (often resulting in school failure). Ogbu and Matute-Bianchi argue
that this orientation is prevalent among involuntary immigrants or in-
digenous minorities, while an immigrant orientation is prevalent among
voluntary immigrants. Mexican-Americans pose a challenge to this for-
mulation, given that their status as voluntary or involuntary immigrants
is ambiguous. The exact reason why some students of color equate ed-
ucational mobility with acting white while others do not and instead
formulate a bicultural identity is unclear. Consistent with my findings
here, Matute-Bianchi (1991) found both a caste-like orientation and
immigrant orientation within the native-born group of Mexican-
American students she studied, and she usefully names these as among
a number of competing “ethnic strategies.”

As Matute-Bianchi explains, this focus on strategies is an alternative
to conventional theories that explain achievement in terms of students’
levels of acculturation or assimilation. These different strategies each
“reflect a different accommodation to the sociocultural context” (1991,
240). This handful of working-class college-prep girls enacted a different
strategy than students who experienced or feared school success as as-
similation. The former saw themselves as disproving white stereotypes
about Mexican-Americans through their hard work and success, and
they took pleasure from that. They adopted a strategy of “accommo-
dation without assimilation,” meaning that in the face of racial conflict
and inequality, they made accommodations “for the purpose of reducing
conflict,” yet at the same time allowed their “separate group [identity
and culture] to be maintained” (Gibson 1988, 24-25). In this formu-
lation it is indeed possible to do well in school and not objectively be
assimilated or “acting white.” In short, they found ways to reject assim-
ilation without resisting educational mobility.® The identities they ne-
gotiated for themselves might also be understood as what Gloria An-
zaldia (1987) has described as “mestiza consciousness” and Chela
Sandoval (1991) as “differential consciousness,” whereby a person
copes within a given context, not by abandoning parts of the self, but
“by developing a tolerance for contradictions, a tolerance for ambiguity
... [an ability] to juggle cultures” (Anzaldda 1987, 79).

The correlation of race and poverty promotes the common-sense be-
lief that middle-class and whiteness are one and the same; as a result
Mexican-American students must negotiate educational mobility with
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the broader social perception that this mobility represents assimilation
to whiteness. This assimilation is resisted and gets played out as intra-
ethnic tension, as vocational Mexican-American students accuse college-
preps of “acting white.” These working-class upwardly mobiles did oc-
casionally receive such accusations from their working-class peers, but
they interpreted this as a joke, which though painful at times, was not
taken as a real challenge, and their racial/ethnic identity remained un-
threatened by their college-prep status. Secure in her working-class,
Mexican-American identity, Mariana explained,

I’m not really acting white because look at where I live and who
my friends are and what I do.

Mariana lived in a Mexican-American neighborhood, hung out socially
with other working-class, but college-prep, Mexican-American girls,
and was heavily involved in school and church activities that focused
on her community.

What I mean to point to here is the possible salience of class on the
formation of a bicultural racial/ethnic minority identity. Research that
refuses a class reductionist analysis and gives autonomy to race/ethnicity
as a distinct axis of inequality has lent much to our understanding of
minority achievement by usefully exploring school success or failure in
terms of students’ perception of schooling as an additive or subtractive
mode of acculturation (Gibson 1988; Matute-Bianchi 1991; Ogbu
1991; Fordham and Ogbu 1999; Valenzuela 1999b). These studies,
however, do not address or explore the meaning of class difference be-
tween and among students of color as it is experienced in the peer cul-
ture, and too often fail to give continued attention to the possible effects
on achievement of class difference across race/ethnicity. I don’t mean to
suggest that class is causal of a student’s orientation (caste or immi-
grant), because I found no clear pattern of class origin correlating with
orientation, but I would nonetheless like to suggest that it is worth ex-
ploring further whether class meaning might inform students’ racial/
ethnic-class performances and strategies and shape the experience of
racial/ethnic identity. The fact that upwardly mobile students grew up
working-class meant that their identity as Mexican-American was con-
sistent with the common understanding of race and class as correlated.
Their Mexican identity appeared less challenged (both internally and
externally) than was the case for some middle-class Mexican-American
girls, whose middle-class status made them appear to themselves and to
others as acculturated. This, even though they were not so far removed
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from Mexican-American cultural forms. Some of their grandparents,
with whom they had much contact, were immigrants; their parents were
fluent in Spanish; and parents” work (as an ethnic studies professor, a
labor lawyer, and a university administrator of minority programs, for
example) promoted or at least made available a cultural and political
racial/ethnic identity. Perhaps they were not “actually” or “really” more
acculturated, but they were more middle-class, and this affected their
view of themselves and others’ view of them.

Like the role MEChA eventually played for Ana and her friends, the
existence of school activities that were specifically linked to the concerns
of the Mexican-American community simultaneously taught upwardly
mobile students the skills they need to go to college and yet enabled
them to maintain their racial/ethnic identity while doing so0.® Because
students were not compelled to interpret their mobility as evidence of
assimilation, these programs were experienced as less colonizing. They
made it possible for racial/ethnic belonging not to be automatically lost
with class mobility. Becoming middle-class requires doing well in school,
and for Mexican-American students, doing well in school too often
means learning a colonialist history, English, and the suppression of
one’s own culture (Darder 1991). Schools routinely fail to provide gen-
uine bicultural education, and consequently the curriculum makes it dif-
ficult to embrace an identity that is middle-class and Mexican-American
at the same time. As Angela Valenzuela (1999b) explains,
Mexican-American students go through a “subtractive schooling expe-
rience,” whereby schools subtract cultural identifications from students
rather than adding to them and thus fail to promote bicultural identity
as an option: schools offer either/or instead of both/and.’ Schooling
experiences that are not subtractive and colonizing can assist by offering
a bicultural identity, the possibility of being middle-class and maintain-
ing a racial/ethnic identity of color simultaneously. Although I have fo-
cused here primarily on students’ constructions of identity within the
peer culture, this, of course, occurs within an institutional context. The
influence of the structure of schooling on student identity formation and
the responsibility of schools to provide the context for mobility should
not be underestimated or ignored. These identity negotiations occur in
a society which largely denies both that there is class inequality and that
it is correlated with race/ethnicity and gender, and they occur in school-
ing contexts which often fail to offer the kinds of bicultural identity
options that make achievement more likely.!!
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RACE MATTERS

While all of these girls, across race/ethnicity, have not articulated their
early mobility as particularly painful, it is likely to become more so as
they (if they) proceed into college, which will take them much further
away culturally from family and community than mere high school mo-
bility could. Many have written of the pain that working-class upwardly
mobile people experience when leaving their community behind and/or
the difficulty of finding ways to reconcile the discord between class back-
ground and present status due to mobility.!> This experience differs, of
course, for whites and people of color, as racial/ethnic groups of color
are more consciously aware of themselves as a community of people
because of a common history of colonization and oppression that results
from being historically defined as a racial group. Alternatively, an aspect
of whiteness is that whites often do not immediately experience them-
selves as members of the racial/ethnic category “white,” but as individ-
uals, and, without a cultural discourse of class identity, they do not
readily experience themselves as members of a class community either.
Evidence of this can be seen in the way white working-class college-prep
girls expressed their experience of and concern over how education was
distancing themselves from their parents. They did not articulate this as
a distancing from their working-class community; their pain was more
often articulated in relationship to an individual family, not a people.
In short, these white working-class girls were not routinely accused of
acting “too bourgeois” the way that middle-class performing Mexican-
American girls were accused of acting “too white,” because such clear
language for class difference was unavailable. Their mobility appears
less complicated because they are not made to feel that they are giving
up racial/ethnic belonging in the process. And while a sense of loss, an
unarticulated class longing, may remain, precisely because it is unartic-
ulated, it may be a less salient force. In a way, the lack of class discourse
may be either a hindrance or a help for white working-class students.
On the one hand, because class is unarticulated, they have only individ-
ual characteristics to blame for their class location: their status is a con-
sequence of the fact that they and/or their parents are just “losers.” On
the other hand, their mobility may be made easier since they did not
experience the same intra-ethnic tension or antagonism within their
community over the link between mobility and assimilation that Mex-
ican-American girls did.
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As we have seen, being brown or black tends to signify working-class
in the United States, given the high correlation between race and class.
Consequently, for white working-class upwardly mobiles, the class ref-
erent is escapable precisely because of their whiteness. For whites, class
does not as easily appear encoded onto the body (although it certainly
can be and often is).!* White working-class upwardly mobiles can pass
as middle-class more readily. At school, where no one necessarily knew
where working-class white students lived or what their parents looked
like, their classed identities could be invisible if they worked at it and
learned how to pass, as many do. The possibility of, and perhaps ease
of, upward mobility for white working-class students may also be
greater, given that Mexican-American girls were more likely to experi-
ence tracking as a consequence of counselors’ perceptions and stereo-
types. The correlation between race/ethnicity and class means that coun-
selors are likely to assume that brown students are from low-income
families (even when they are not) and therefore to make assumptions
about what educational resources they need and can handle. White
working-class students can escape tracking more easily because their
color does not stand in for or signify lowness.

As I sat with las chicas one day, perusing an old yearbook, they
laughed at their sophomore pictures, noting how much more “hard
core” they looked then. These photos would have been taken just after
junior high, when counselors help guide students into vocational or ac-
ademic tracks. Because of an inability on the part of the school personnel
to recognize the racial/ethnic specific meanings of their dissident femi-
ninity (which included darker makeup and clothes that overtly displayed
sexuality), these girls, who were in many ways no different from their
middle-class performing counterparts, were assumed to be going “no-
where.” It is no surprise that they ended up on the vocational track.

The experiences of these girls reveals that, in order not to be vulner-
able to tracking, a Mexican-American student has to be phenomenally
good academically, perform a school-sanctioned femininity that signifies
middle-classness to school personnel, and have no transgressions or slip-
ups along the way.

EXCEPTIONS PROVE THE RULE

I have pointed to various reasons for the exceptionality of upwardly
mobile working-class girls, noting the racial/ethnic specificity of their
experiences. Much of what I found about Mexican-American girls is
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consistent with previous work done by Gandara (1995). She points to
several contingencies that lead to Chicana/o mobility, such as students
working extra hard to get themselves de-tracked from the vocational
curriculum, the geographic location of schools (attending a predomi-
nately white and/or middle-class school where there was greater access
to a college-preparatory curriculum), positive peer group influences,
positive sibling influences, social isolation as a consequence of an illness
or some stigma, phenotypical differences,'* the ability to maintain a dual
identity, parental encouragement (especially from mothers), and par-
ents’ preserving children’s study time by forgoing the children’s eco-
nomic contributions to the family.

I found some similarities between working-class white and Mexican-
American girls’ experiences in relationship to both questions I posed:
Why does mobility occur, and how is it experienced? Both white and
Mexican-American girls defined themselves in opposition to an older
male sibling. Sports as a route to mobility seemed to exist as a possibility
for those girls whose gender performance did not conflict with athleti-
cism. There is some evidence that working-class girls, across race, may
be more academically oriented than their male peers. Both sets of girls
were aware of having exceeded their parents’ academic abilities early
on. Both experienced some confusion and pain around the distance be-
tween themselves and their parents on account of this, although this was
experienced in a far more dramatic way for Mexican-American girls. As
a consequence of their location in a college-prep curriculum, both sets
of girls seemed to have a greater understanding of class differences com-
pared to their vocational counterparts, although this was articulated
obscurely in class terms among white girls and almost solely in racial
terms among Mexican-American girls.

As expected, I found important differences between white and Mex-
ican-American girls’ experiences as well. Not surprisingly, racism in-
formed white working-class mobility; two white girls articulated their
parents’ desire for them to be segregated from Mexican-American stu-
dents. The greater salience of race over class in a society that lacks a
discourse on class means that white girls’ mobility is less encumbered in
some ways than for Mexican-American girls. Mexican-American girls,
in contrast, are pressured (though not necessarily successfully) to sacri-
fice racial/ethnic identity by educational curriculums that routinely work
to colonize their Mexican identities, but at the same time, the girls may
be pressured from their peer group not to “act white.”

Comparing white and Mexican-American upwardly mobile girls’ ex-
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ceptionalism instructs us on how class intersects with other social forces
and how this intersection informs the reproduction of inequality. My
comparative approach has enabled me to point to similarities and dif-
ferences between white and Mexican-American working-class possibil-
ities for mobility and thus to demonstrate how gender and race/ethnicity
as autonomous axes of social inequality inform class formation and to
expose how class is lived out in gendered and racialized ways.

The differences between the experiences of working-class white stu-
dents and working-class students of color are especially important to
point to in a moment when, in a most peculiar fashion, conservatives
have, through California’s Proposition 209, appropriated a discourse on
class and used it to help dismantle the need for affirmative action based
on race/ethnicity (a topic I will return to in chapter 6). Alternatively, I
would argue that we need an analytical and political focus on class, but
not at the expense of gender, sexuality, and race/ethnicity. Indeed, at-
tention to these other social forces and axes of inequality is key to an
enduring and successful class-based politics, a global class politics that
is sorely needed as we enter the twenty-first century. Although affir-
mative action without attention to class is liberal policy that is of little
help to the mass of working-class students (white and of color) who are
tracked out of a college-prep curriculum in junior high and earlier high
school years, affirmative action based on race/ethnicity can help this
handful of exceptions, upwardly mobile working-class girls of color,
making sure that these qualified students meet with educational oppor-
tunity. But affirmative action based on both race/ethnicity and class
could help create both racial/ethnic and class (across race/ethnicity) di-
versity in higher education and produce some mobility.

Both middle-class girls who were working-class performers and
working-class girls who were middle-class performers show how class
can be conceptualized as a performance, as something that can be put
on and accomplished. At some level these girls were consciously choos-
ing to pass, to perform an identity which they did not see as their own.
Certainly the working-class girls knew that, based on who their parents
were, they were not expected by the school to be college-preparatory.

But, of course, class-passing down is far different than class-passing
up. And there is a great difference between middle-class girls who re-
jected middle-class cultural forms, like Kate and Ana, and their working-
class counterparts who did not have parents’ middle-class cultural and
economic capital to reject in the first place. That is, it is one thing to
“perform” working-class identity if you have middle-class cultural cap-
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ital and quite another to be working class and trying to acquire the
cultural capital that even allows you to pass as middle-class. These are
not parallel experiences. I was struck by how incredibly hard these
working-class girls were working. Their desire for mobility came at a
cost. They did not have the social life that is considered to typify the
high school experience. Mariana had been very involved in putting to-
gether the Cinco de Mayo dance, an extracurricular leadership activity
that is an advantage in packaging oneself for college admissions, but she
was not there for the dance itself. The next day in school I asked her
why, and she explained that she was behind in her school work and
couldn’t afford the time. These girls’ lack of leisure time paralleled their
parents’ working lives. They worked extra hard to catch up for all they
had missed out on compared to their middle-class counterparts. And of
course this difference in experience will matter in later years, when they
share the same college classrooms with and are evaluated by the same
standards as middle-class students.

Aside from conscious passing, or class as a performance, at another
level these class identities were performative: the girls were in the process
of acquiring cultural capital and a middle-class habitus and displaying
that outside of a conscious choice to pass. On the one hand, these up-
wardly mobile working-class girls were on occasions passing as middle-
class. But, on the other hand, the experience of a college-prep curriculum
really did give them academic skills that helped them refashion a class
identity and enable their mobility. In short, they displayed a bicultural
class identity as they inhabited a space in-between, a state of becoming;
class performance/passing becoming class performative. But they also
lived in a state of longing: longing for both class mobility and a return
to the familiar comfort of their class “home.” That home is, of course,
experienced differently across race/ethnicity, as it is also an ethnic home.

In the end, although these girls, as upwardly mobile working-class
students, represent exceptions to the rule that there is a correlation be-
tween class of origin and educational attainment, this does not mean
that class can be dismissed or rendered insignificant as a social force.
The fact that these girls are exceptions, that there is a variety of individ-
ual contingencies that resulted in their mobility, serves to prove the rule.
These girls represent a small fraction of the working-class girls at the
school, the majority of whom were vocational-track students who will
not escape a working-class future. Gandara reminds us of the necessary
link between these individual circumstances and structural opportuni-
ties. Any of the contingencies that were in play for these girls “would
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not have been sufficient if these subjects had not also met with oppor-
tunity” (1995, 113).

Finally, these working-class girls’ acquisition of cultural resources is
no guarantee that upward mobility is an automatic outcome for them.
Their high school mobility buys only a limited degree of certainty about
entrance into the middle class. Outside of the most exceptional academic
performers who could win scholarship money, family income and a will-
ingness to accept the burden of student loans ultimately shaped the de-
cision on which college to attend or whether to go to college at all.



CHAPTER 6

Sameness, Difference,
and Alliance

I began my relationship with Waretown girls seeking to understand the
ways in which class subjectivity is constructed in relationship to gender
and racial/ethnic identity in historical context. As I traveled among the
various groups of girls at Waretown High, there were days on which
similarities among them seemed ever present and days on which differ-
ence abounded.

Apart from the handful of upwardly mobile working-class girls, the
exceptions to the rule, it was hard not to notice that the mass of voca-
tional-track working-class students across the difference of race/ethnic-
ity—Ilas chicas, skaters, hicks, cholas, and smokers—had something in
common. This was their use of gender-specific commodities to negotiate
and construct differences between themselves and college-prep students.
Through these commodities they created styles and practices that
worked as alternative badges of dignity; they made overt claims to adult
status; and they invoked various kinds of claims to authenticity (racial,
subcultural) as a strategy to heal various injuries of inequality. Though
narratives of romance were routinely absent from the accounts that
those girls who performed a sexualized version of dissident femininity
gave of themselves, their styles were routinely interpreted by others as
a preoccupation with heterosexual romance. Both school discourse and
social science discourse narrowly interpret these girls’ trajectories to be
a consequence of gender-subordinate learning when, in fact, their racial/
ethnic and class locations shape their lives as profoundly. In the end,
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their very rejection of prep femininity helped entrench them in their class
futures.

Across their differences, girls revealed an inarticulate awareness of
class at the same time that they displaced class onto other discourses
of difference. Because they lacked a discourse of class, they often in-
voked a discourse of individualism, blaming themselves for their lot in
life. They could see the difference that money made, but differences in
cultural capital were more obscure to them: their parents valued edu-
cation but lacked the cultural capital to assist them; talk of their fu-
tures made them anxious and depressed, as they were aware that mid-
dle-income working-class jobs were unavailable. Settled-livers, more
likely to view themselves as middle-class, were more confused about
how class shaped their lives than hard-livers, and they were all cynical
about boys and family futures as a method of ensuring economic sta-
bility, expressing a nascent desire for economic autonomy. They suf-
fered from their institutionalized exclusion via tracking. For Mexican-
American girls tracking was, of course, shaped dramatically by color
and ethnicity. Moreover, they experienced yet another sense of exclu-
sion: a curriculum that routinely rendered their culture, language, and
history invisible.

“YOUTH IN CONFLICT”

But these working-class girls’ shared marginalization across race did not
result in any kind of awareness of their similarity to one another. These
groups of girls, who usually spent their time in the lunchroom during
pep rallies and other prep celebratory functions and whose names were
missing from the “wall of fame,” viewed one another as “others,” and
a would-be lunchroom alliance was unlikely. There was, however, at
least one occasion on which a dialogue among these various groups
resulted in a momentary sense of commonality. It was during a non-
prep English class, one that was often taken by students who had failed
other English classes and that was unfortunately titled Youth in Conflict.
The class had read the book and then watched the movie of The Oui-
siders, and this spawned a discussion of social groups at Waretown
High. Representing all non-prep groups at the school, these students
jointly realized that what they shared was the part of their self-definition
that was in opposition to middle-class performing prep students.

The opportunity to politicize issues of inequality, which occurred in
the discussion that day, was a rare occasion for vocational-track stu-
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dents. Among working-class performers, the awareness of “place” and
the cultural and economic differences linked to it did not often result in
a political consciousness, and this was in part due to tracking. Given
their vocational course work, non-preps across race had little opportu-
nity to learn, in a schooling context, about a variety of political issues
or to be encouraged to judge and compare them and articulate a posi-
tion. Over the school year, as I wandered from college-prep courses to
vocational courses, I saw that middle-class-performing students were
routinely expected to learn about social and political issues (albeit un-
critically) in college-prep courses in government, English, speech, and
social science, while this was simply not a key part of the vocational
curriculum. Further, middle-class students much more often described
parents who read newspapers, watched the news, and discussed politics.
I noted the sad irony that middle-class students who had an “interest”
in a more conservative political position were more politically articulate.
So when I asked preps their opinion on affirmative action or welfare,
they happily and confidently argued their point. When I asked non-prep
students, their response was less sure. Regarding affirmative action, for
example, Tara said, “What is that again? Is that the thing where you
have to hire certain races?” And Blanca, whom I found one day frosting
the carrot cakes made by her home economics class that she would later
take to an elementary school for an after-school program, responded,
“I think we talked about that in a class once; I didn’t really get it. But I
think I'm probably for it.”

In spite of the fact that the diverse Youth in Conflict students dem-
onstrated their shared experience of being subordinate to a minority of
middle-class-performing prep students, the important differences among
them were not left unnoticed, and it was often white students’ racism
and sense of entitlement that kept the distance intact. I asked students
about relationships between whites and Mexican Americans at Ware-
town High. Diana, a white prep girl, explained, “There are a lot of
tensions here, but they are kinda hidden. Except for last year.” My
question often invoked from students stories about an incident that had
happened on Cinco de Mayo the previous year, when some Mexican-
American students brought the Mexican flag to school as part of the
celebration. According to various accounts, some hick students took
offense and went home to retrieve Confederate flags to display. Symbolic
oppositions between hicks and chola/os were ever present. The rising
tension resulted in one major and several minor fights at school that
day. As Diana explained:
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During lunch hour on that day, the hard-cores, they were circling
the school in their low cars [low-riders], driving real slow like
they do, waving their flags. And the hicks, they were driving
around the school too in their big trucks with the huge tires, go-
ing real fast, and carrying their flags.

As we will see, white students across groups shared similar views
about Mexican Americans in Waretown, but the political economy of
agriculture produced the ongoing spectacle of hicks, white students in-
terested in agriculture, versus Mexican-American students, whose
grandparents, parents, and/or themselves had worked in the fields, mak-
ing it easiest to locate racial tensions between these groups. These ine-
qualities were especially salient in Waretown where Mexican-American
students who, along with their parents, worked as field laborers might
at times sit in the same classrooms with students whose parents were
the wealthy landowners who employed them.

When 1 first began to learn the group categories students used to
describe themselves and others, I imagined that “hick” was a derogatory
label used to describe white working-class rural kids. Hicks were looked
down upon by other students at the school, preps in particular, stig-
matized as backward and strange even in this town built on agriculture.
As Rhonda, a prep girl, described them,

They wear their hats and drive big trucks. And the girls sit right
next to the guy in the truck, like not in the passenger seat. It’s so
stupid. And they wear like these huge belt buckles. It’s like they

are having an identity crisis or something.

But along with students fitting that description, the sons and daughters
of rather well-to-do farming families or parents who held relatively high
positions in agribusiness also participated in FFA (Future Farmers of
America) and took courses in agriculture. Given that the hicks appeared
to be white students from both landowning farm families who employed
migrant labor and students from low-income families (farming and not),
who all shared in common an interest in agriculture, I momentarily con-
sidered that the concept “status group” was a more appropriate descrip-
tor of the category “hicks,” since class did not seem to be a determinant
of group membership.

But shortly after I had recorded this observation and analysis, I came
to learn that a finer distinction was made by students, which indeed did
sort hicks out along class lines. As two prep girls explained to me:
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Lisa: Well, like Joey, he’s not really a hick, he’s a farmer.
Julie: What is the difference?

Diana: Well, farmers drive nice Chevy pickups with tool boxes in the
back. They dress nicer and they smell good [referring to the
use of cologne].

In short, farmers were datable in the eyes of prep girls. On the other
hand, Lisa and Diana laughed as they described hicks who were “miss-
ing teeth,” who “dress strange” and “drive them old clunkers with the
bumper or door falling off.”

Not only did preps make this distinction, but so too did working-
class students who self-defined as hicks. As I stood with Bonnie, watch-
ing the hay-bucking contest on FFA Family Day, she scoffed that Ryan,
one of the participants, had missed an FFA event last week because he
was “too busy golfing.”

Julie: Do the other guys [hicks] golf?

Bonmnie: [laughing] No. Well, he’s not really a hick. I mean look at the
way he dresses. He wears Mossimo [designer-brand clothes],
and he’s on the tennis team and is going to college and all.
He’s more like a prep. It’s like there are some hicks who
are kinda preppy hicks, you know?

Likewise, Molly scoffed at two girls who passed us by in the parking
lot. When I asked if they were hicks, she said, “Well, they like to think
they are, just ’cause they listen to country music. But they are not real
hicks.” Working-class hicks never named their claim to hick authenticity
as about class, but they sorted it out as such.

Those students who self-defined as hicks were working to reclaim the
label, as I learned in a conversation with Molly.

Molly: Well, it just seemed like we needed to have a name you know,
something to be called. And people were callin’ us that, and
so we just started using it too. It used to be people called
us Okies or something, but we’re not all from Oklahoma.

Julie: But do you think people use it in a bad way?

Molly: Well, they did, but so what? I mean it used to kinda be like
that, like “stupid hicks,” but I don’t know, I guess if you just
speak to them in their language [shrugging her shoulders] . . .

Some teachers had noticed that the meaning of the term and category
had appeared to change over time. As Ms. Wyett explained to me, “It
used to be that ’hick’ was a kind of derogatory name, but now they
claim it. Like a ’gay and proud of it’ sort of thing. Now it’s a category
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that they seem to be okay with calling themselves.” Mr. Hill, an ag
teacher, however, expressed concern, “I don’t think these students un-
derstand that people use that term negatively. They use it to describe
themselves, but they don’t know that people are laughing at them.”

The reclaiming of the hick label and the use of the Confederate flag
both provided evidence of the presence of a white identity. That is,
whiteness appeared as a conscious part of hick identity rather than as a
category that was invisible to them, normative and unstated. The Con-
federate flag, as opposed to the American flag, represented the desire to
conflate national identity with whiteness and demonstrated that students
were acting based on a racial identity. Mr. Hill suggested to me that the
students who brought the Confederate flag to school didn’t fully under-
stand its meaning, and there was some evidence for this. When I asked
Molly and Heidi what the Confederate flag meant, Molly made a guess,
“I don’t know, I think it has something to do with blacks and the south.”
Heidi nodded, “Yeah, somethin’ like that.”

But the fact that students were unable to articulate well the historical
meaning of the flag does not mean they didn’t understand the racial
sentiments linked to it. When I pushed Molly for further meaning, she
explained, “It means that whites are just as good as anybody else.”
White students, and hicks in particular, felt that chola/os believed “Mex-
icans are better than whites.” They persistently misread the chola/os
proud demeanor as a claim to racial superiority, since the race-class
injury that resulted in the chola/os’ defensive defiant attitude was not
apparent to them. But sometimes when I asked what the Confederate
flag meant, I was told “white pride.” It was a slippery divide between
white students’ attempt to suggest they were “as good as,” which con-
notes equality, and their sentiment of white entitlement and superiority.
Ironically, in contrast, Mexican-American students I spoke with were
sensitive to the negative connotation of the hick label and hesitated to
use it. When I asked Lorena how she felt about hicks, she said, “I call
’em the cowboy class. Some of them are pretty nice.” When I asked her
about the flag incident, she hung her head and said sadly, “Yeah, well
they shouldn’t have done that.”

Although, as we’ve seen, class distinctions were routinely (if ob-
scurely) made by white students among themselves, at times those were
forgone, and a shared white identity emerged. The flag incident on Cinco
de Mayo provided one opportunity for this. While the most common
version of the story was one in which the hicks were blamed for having
brought the flag to school, all white prep students I spoke with were
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sympathetic. In fact, the year of the incident white preps in the student
government demonstrated their ideological alliance with white working-
class students—albeit in their middle-class performing way—by writing
editorials for the school newspaper on the meaning of being an Ameri-
can and the inappropriateness in their minds of the Mexican flag at
school. Similarly, Mexican-American middle-class performers rushed to
produce opposing editorials. Thus, despite the difference in ideology by
race/ethnicity, class remained salient, as Mexican-American and white
middle-class performers alike wrote editorials while chola/os and hicks
fought it out in the school parking lot.

Some versions of the story suggested it was farmers (read middle
class) who brought the Confederate flag to school, while hicks received
the blame. Although almost all white students shared the same attitudes
toward Mexican Americans, the accusation of crude racism (the Con-
federate flag) was projected onto the hicks, pointing to the way in which
class differences among whites are, at times, played out around race and
racism. Joanna Kadi (1996) keenly describes the negative perception by
urban and suburban middle classes of hillbillies and rednecks, white
rural working-class people, as a kind of classism that comes from con-
servatives and liberals alike. In liberal circles, one marker of having pro-
gressive politics is displaying oneself as antiracist, and this can, at times,
unfortunately manifest as a demeaning of and distancing from white
working-class people, who are constructed as stupid and racist. But
white racism is not limited to the working-class; it is merely that middle-
class expressions are interpreted as less vulgar or crude. Conservative
middle-class students at Waretown perceived themselves as superior to
rural working-class students, though they shared the same political sen-
timents. And some of these college-preps, though politically not liberal,
fancied themselves “aware” or “enlightened” about race.

This was evidenced one day in a conversation between Shelly (voca-
tional-track working-class performer) and Marla (college-prep), both
self-defined hicks, when they told me their version of the Cinco de Mayo
event. As Shelly spoke, she pronounced poorly various Spanish words
like Cinco de Mayo and Mexican-American students’ names. Each time,
Marla shot critical glances at her and rolled her eyes at me. When Marla
told the story, her pronunciations were correct, and she embellished a
bit on the meaning of Cinco de Mayo for Mexican Americans. Learning
a second language was required as a part of her college preparatory
curriculum, and a small bit of cultural history had been a part of that.
Although she judged Shelly as ignorant, their political views of the event
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were completely in sync, both arguing that the Mexican-American stu-
dents should not have brought their flag to school, that immigrants
should not receive public education, and that Mexican Americans re-
ceive unfair advantages as a result of affirmative action.

The similarity of attitudes among working-class and middle-class
white students was not lost on Mexican-American students. As Ana
explained, “The preps, they think the same way, they are just more p.c.
[politically correct] about it.” Likewise, Mexican-American students
were in ideological union across their differences and suggested that on
this day the Mexican flag represented not a national celebration so much
as a cultural/political one, marking racial/ethnic pride. As Mariana ex-
plained, “Oh, everybody got together, all the Mexicans, north, south,
immigrants, Chicanos. Nobody cared about those differences on that
day.”

PROPOSITION 209: A RACIAL PROJECT

Beyond the alliance created on Cinco de Mayo, racial/ethnic alliance
across class was also manifested in attitudes toward California’s Prop-
osition 209 (strategically and misleadingly called the California Civil
Rights Initiative, or CCRI), passed in 1996, which eliminated state af-
firmative action programs, including admissions policies in the Califor-
nia State University and University of California systems.! To the plea-
sure of white conservatives, University of California Regent Ward
Connerly, a black man, became the measure’s leading spokesperson and
argued for income instead of race as a fairer criterion for admission. In
this conservative community, all of the white students I spoke to, with-
out exception, supported Proposition 209. Both working- and middle-
class white students were easily swayed by Proposition 209’ “class in-
stead of race” logic, which both groups interpreted as white instead of
brown, where “class” stands in for white and “race” stands in for brown
(and black).

For working-class performers it was less college admission than job
competition that concerned them, since the deciding moment for
whether or not a student is going to a four-year institution occurred for
them two to three years before, when they “chose” the vocational over
the college-prep track. Consequently, by their senior year these students
lacked the course work for admission to four-year schools. Although
white working-class students experienced a feeling of unfairness in re-
lationship to preps regarding educational achievement and college, they
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lacked a discourse of class that could explain their own and their par-
ents’ “failure” and that would allow them to articulate the class antag-
onism they felt toward middle-class students. In its absence, a discourse
of individualism and meritocracy helped render institutionalized class
inequality invisible and reinforced the feeling of white working-class
students that they were individually flawed “losers.” And while Prop-
osition 209 pointed to class inequality and provided the potential for
white working-class students to name class as a disadvantage they could
identify with, this possibility was usually derailed by the fact of a readily
available racist discourse on “reverse discrimination,” which scapegoats
people of color for white working-class pain. In the end Proposition 209
added fuel to this fire. The fact that Mexican Americans were over-
represented among the poor and that this is unjust was usually unap-
parent to whites, and when it was made apparent, it was perceived as
natural and normal because they had the psychological wage of white-
ness and conflated being American with being white (DuBois 193 5; Roe-
diger 1991). Unfortunately, working-class students were less likely to
see themselves as victims of class inequality than as victims of “reverse
discrimination.”

My findings parallel those of Jay MacLeod (1995) in his study of
white and black working-class boys. Unlike black students, who under-
stood their parents’ class location as a consequence of racial discrimi-
nation (but not necessarily institutionalized racism), the white working-
class boys in MacLeod’s study had no clear way to explain their own
and their parents’ lot in life. Looking for a reason other than individual
deficiencies (lazy, stupid) to explain their location, and without a dis-
course on institutionalized class inequality and a corresponding class
identity, they decided to blame students of color, operating from a white
(and in their case male) identity. The moment where class insight and
political identification might have occurred was derailed by a political
discourse that scapegoats people of color and usurps class awareness.
Without class to blame and without a way to explain who they are both
economically and culturally, white working-class students are vulnera-
ble to racist discourses which blame people of color for white working-
class lack of mobility.

Somewhat curiously, white middle-class students in Waretown were
also swayed by the color-blind “class” logic of Proposition 209. Preps’
sense of racial competition was based in who was and who wasn’t get-
ting into which college. And the students of color most visible to them
were the handful who sat next to them in college-prep classes. Preps’
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own class privilege was unapparent to them, so much so that the mass
of working-class whites and working-class Mexican Americans were
so “othered” as to be invisible. The only Mexican-American students
whom preps could imagine going to college were already very much like
them, in that they were middle-class performers (whether they were from
middle-class origins or were working-class exceptions to the rule). At
times, these college-prep Mexican-American students were resented as
“box checkers” who were perceived to be unfairly benefiting from their
“minority” status, such that middle-class white students also con-
structed themselves as victims of “reverse discrimination.” These col-
lege-prep Mexican-American students were highly visible, to the disad-
vantage of their vocational-track peers. Since the large body of
working-class vocational students were not in the running for college
admission anyway, among college-prep students, class in the discussion
of college admissions was taken as a code for white.

And perhaps rightly so. Class inequality is not adequately addressed
by eliminating race/ethnicity as a criterion for student admission, since
the vast majority of working-class students of all colors are tracked out
early in high school. When liberal educational policy attempts to deal
with social inequality by trying to get everyone into college, it fails to
address the fundamental fact that global capital needs uneducated, un-
skilled workers, and that workers need living wages. White students did
not support Proposition 209 because they understood institutionalized
class inequality; rather it was because they were aware that race was
being eliminated as a criterion, which benefited them regardless. Ironi-
cally, because it offered class instead of race, not in addition to race, the
discourse surrounding Proposition 209 encouraged students to under-
stand inequality solely in racial terms and in the end worked as a racial
project that created an alliance among whites across class and among
Mexican Americans across class. Because any clear understanding of
institutionalized class inequality is missing from U.S. popular and polit-
ical discourse, class was read as racial code and used to rearticulate white
privilege.

The salience of both race and class to school achievement is reflected
in correlations to SAT (Scholastic Assessment Test) scores. While it is
the case that there is a direct correlation between income level and SAT
scores within every racial/ethnic group and across gender (Sturm and
Guinier 1996), it is also the case that SAT scores and college completion
rates among black and Latino students across all economic categories
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remain lower than those of whites (Takagi 1992). So even if we set the
mass of working-class vocational students aside and look solely at those
college-preparatory-track students who have completed the requirement
for admission to state university and UC schools (which includes those
few exceptions to the rule), a shift away from race/ethnicity and toward
admissions based on class fails to acknowledge the need for and benefits
of racial diversity in higher education for all students. After finding out
she had been denied admission to one of the five University of California
schools she’d applied to, Rhonda, a white prep, said to me, while rolling
her eyes, “They don’t want me, being I don’t have any cultural diver-
sity.” Oblivious to how the presence of people who are “other” to her
might benefit and broaden her own education, she could see no legiti-
macy to diversifying the student body for its own sake. The class primacy
discourse of CCRI worked to delegitimate progressive arguments for a
university student body that is representative of the diversity of the state
and, related, for a curriculum that meets the needs of the total popula-
tion it serves and reflects the history and experience of all Americans.?
Indeed, though Waretown High had made efforts to establish a multi-
cultural curriculum, Mexican-American students’ experience remained
oddly invisible, in spite of the fact that they made up nearly 40 percent
of the student body.

WHOSE HISTORY?

In a general education course I visited on American government, the
teacher, Mr. Baldwin, lectured casually on early American history, “as
far as our country starting out and everything,” and his talk was pep-
pered with phrases like “we had to pay taxes to the British,” “we didn’t
like it,” “our colonies wanted independence,” and “later we won Mex-
ico.” Querying the meaning of the words of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence, that “all men are created equal” and have the unalienable
rights to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” he called on one
of the school’s “best and brightest,” a white prep boy, son of a lawyer,
for the meaning of the word liberty. “Freedom,” came the answer. The
teacher went on, “What did the founders mean by the ‘pursuit of hap-
piness’? What was the pot at the end of the rainbow?” No one provided
an answer, giggling instead, whispering over his use of the word “pot”
and forcing Mr. Baldwin to answer his own question: “Land. The pur-
suit of property.” He then asked, “How politically correct were the foun-
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ders?” and when he got no response, again answered his own question:
“Well, they said all men are created equal, but freedom was not extended
to slaves or women. They did not have freedom because they could not
own property.”

Toward the end of the period, he told the students to take out a blank
piece of paper for a pop quiz. He asked the questions out loud, and
when he reached the third question, “When was the Declaration of In-
dependence signed?” a Mexican-American boy near the front row mut-
tered, “I don’t know. We weren’t there.” Mr. Baldwin responded, “You
weren’t there?” appearing to search his mind for a way to handle this
challenge, when a white boy in the class added, “Yeah, I wasn’t born
yet.” The teacher chose to interpret the former student’s comment not
with the political meaning the student possibly intended, but as consis-
tent with the smart-aleck response from the white student. Mr. Baldwin
quipped back to the white student, “Yeah, well you need to know these
dates anyway, don’t you,” ignoring the opportunity to make visible the
vast difference between the brown and white students in his class, the
racialized political history between the United States and Mexico.

The Mexican-American student’s comment pointed to the fact that
the ancestors of the Mexican-heritage students in the class were not a
part of the early political origin of the United States under study in
today’s class, and they had a different story to tell. Theirs was, of course,
a story of Spanish colonization and the creation of “mestizo” or “ra-
cially mixed” identity through voluntary and involuntary sexual rela-
tionships between Native Americans and white Spaniards. When the
Declaration of Independence was signed, Mexican-heritage people were
not U.S. citizens, were not part of the referent group, the “we” that the
teacher had named, though they were already at work building ranches
in the west, unaware that later the United States government would
conquer their territory in a quest for land during the U.S.-Mexican War
and turn them into foreigners on their own land. Many would then be
displaced, cheated out of their land, and eventually become a source of
cheap labor as the U.S. labor force became segmented along racial/ethnic
lines. This is not a history parallel to that of white ethnics.

Episodes like this reveal that too often schools, like the larger society,
routinely fail to acknowledge these differences in “American” experi-
ence. All Mexican-American students, across class, generation, and cit-
izenship status, are rendered invisible and recolonized in such moments
when the curriculum subtracts cultural identifications from students
(Valenzuela 1999b). It is no wonder that school success is viewed by
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students of color as acting white when it means learning and regurgi-
tating a colonizing curriculum that erases one’s racial/ethnic self. Here
acting white is not only about acting middle-class, but is about holding
one’s tongue and identifying with the white “we” in a colonialist cur-
riculum. Here becoming middle-class via education and becoming white
are made to be one and the same. And such invisibility fosters ignorance
among us all. Shopping in Waretown one day, [ saw a toddler, a brown
girl, crying at the front of the store; clearly she’d been separated from
her parent(s). The white working-class woman who tried to ask the girl
her name, but only got a louder cry and more tears, announced on the
microphone, “Attention Kmart shoppers. We have a little Spanish girl
up here who has lost her mother.” It’s hard to know whether by invoking
“Spanish” she meant to indicate Spanish-speaking, though the child
didn’t speak, or if her use of the label “Spanish” reflected a kind of white
discomfort with applying the label “Mexican” to someone’s face, be-
cause within a racist culture, to be labeled Mexican is an insult in and
of itself.

WHOSE PRESENT?

At the annual FFA banquet near the end of the school year, hicks and
farmers celebrated the year’s achievements, inviting their families to eat
tri-tip steak and baked potatoes. Girls who normally appeared in school
every day in practical work clothes were on this night all gussied up.
The scene was characterized by elements of rural culture: one girl ap-
peared in an American flag T-shirt; a couple of boys wore camouflage;
the room was a sea of cowboy boots and hats; and the event was punc-
tuated by country-western music.

These largely white students stood on stage receiving scholarships
from agribusinesses in the community. Weston and Sons awarded a
scholarship to Ben, the handsome, smart, confident son of a landowning
farm family, who told the crowd of his plans to attend California Poly-
technic Institute for a master’s and doctorate degree and his hope to
become the CEO of an agribusiness firm. In turn, local businesses were
given plaques in appreciation of the support they had given the FFA
program throughout the year, in the form of money and supplies.
Though boys dominated, girls were a large presence, and they too re-
ceived scholarships and outstanding projects awards, one for research
on alfalfa breeding and another for raising six steers. One girl received
a comical award, a pair of stilts from boys who remembered that she
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was “always too short to reach” in welding class. And one girl gave an
award to a boy, a tube of lipstick, in appreciation for the day he wore
makeup to help her fit in, as she was the only girl in the hay-bucking
contest.

As the ceremony proceeded, the FFA officers moved onto the stage,
each naming his/her title and role in the tradition of the organization:
“As the historian, I keep the scroll and document events”; “As the trea-
surer, I keep a record of receipts and disbursements just as Washington
kept his accounts . . . and was financially independent.” The vice pres-
ident explained, “The plow is the symbol of labor and the tillage of the
soil,” and the president continued, “The rising sun is the token of a new
era in agriculture. If we will follow the leadership of our president, we
shall be led out of the darkness of selfishness and into the glorious sun-
light of brotherhood and cooperation.” These officers, all white, mostly
boys, performed a ceremony that ironically invokes eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century images (the scroll) of early American farming (the
plow) and an early nation (Washington) and claimed for themselves “the
dignity of labor without which neither knowledge or wisdom can ac-
complish much” to an audience almost void of the Mexican Americans
who are the twenty-first century farm labor in this community.

There were, in fact, a handful of students with Spanish surnames
among the crowd. According to one agriculture teacher, these students
have developed strategies for dealing with the covert and overt racism
found amongst the farmer/hick peer group. Most of them, he explained,
claim a white Spanish heritage. While their claim that they are the de-
scendants of white Spaniards and therefore “pure” Europeans may be
true, it is also quite possible that they are mestizos whose nineteenth-
century ancestors chose to disassociate from Mexicanness, preferring to
identify instead with the higher status Spanish conquerors when white
(and racist) settlers from the east began moving into the west. These
white immigrants to the west “made racial distinctions among the Mex-
ican population on the basis of the clearly perceptible class and somatic
differences” (Almaguer 1994, 55), reluctantly viewing those who were
wealthier, fairer, and who claimed Spanish ancestry as white. Those
Mexicans who were poorer and darker-complected were racialized as
nonwhite, demonstrating again the inextricability of race and class sig-
nifiers. Wealthy Mexicans were both displaced by and absorbed into
white society after the war, and the immigration of thousands of poorer
peasants from Mexico into the United States has “led to a metaphorical
‘darkening’ of the Mexican image in the minds of whites” (72). Given
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the strength of anti-immigrant sentiment today, Spanish-surname fam-
ilies might continue or begin anew a conscious rejection of any indige-
nous background that would associate them with contemporary poor
brown people. But given the Eurocentric history found in school curric-
ula and national cultural discourses, their claim to white Spanish ances-
try may be meaningless to many. Molly, the white girl we met earlier,
contemplated out loud why her crowd, which included some of these
Spanish-surname students, received the label “hicks.” At one point she
said, “Well, we can’t be called rednecks, ’cause we aren’t all white.”
Whether she was invoking phenotype (to be a redneck requires white
skin, with the back of the neck often burned by the sun when laboring
outdoors) or reflecting a common-sense assumption that the term “red-
neck” refers to white racists, Mexican-American students did not logi-
cally fit into the category “redneck” for her. Apparently the distinction
that some students with Spanish surnames made between being Spanish
or Mexican was lost on her and no doubt many other white students.
Clearly white working-class students in Waretown would benefit
from a political and cultural discourse on class that would sort out class
differences among whites, making class subjectivity less obscure and less
conflated with race, but so too would working-class Mexican Americans
like las chicas. While these girls had a way of explaining school “failure”
in terms of racial inequality, this only worked in relationship to white
students. Again, leaving the exceptions to the rule aside, it didn’t help
them understand why some of their own succeed while others don’t,
why Ana and Patricia, for example, were en route to college in spite of
their early working-class performances, in spite of their having hung
with “a bad crowd,” a commonly accepted explanation for school fail-
ure. The fact is that middle-class students” working-class performances
can sometimes be “corrected”: parents’ money and cultural capital can
help buy them out of trouble if needed and aid them in the long run.
The accusation of acting white, leveled at middle-class performers, was,
at least in part, a defensive strategy that healed class injury. It was a way
of saying, “I don’t understand your success and my failure, so I’ll min-
imize your achievement by accusing you of acting white.” Without class
as a dimension of subjectivity with which to understand themselves, las
chicas, too, were sometimes left with individual inadequacies as the only
thing to blame school failure on. Moreover, had institutionalized class
differences among Mexican Americans been recognized, this might have
helped the MEChA students achieve the racial alliance across genera-
tions they desired. In failing to negotiate class differences within and
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among the Mexican-American student body, they lost their constitu-
ency, because working-class students perceived MEChA as for middle-
class performers or “brainy types.”

In earlier chapters we saw ways in which class difference was salient,
although not articulated as such, within racial/ethnic groups, both white
and Mexican-American, played out on the terrain of style and mani-
festing as different gender performances. But here we see that in rela-
tionships across racial/ethnic groups, race/ethnicity often trumps class.
The salience of class difference was at times forgone for racial alliances,
both among white and Mexican-American students. Race and class po-
litical positions are situational and relationally defined, such that race
and class alliances are potentially always shifting. But the possibility of
a class alliance across race seems to be eternally defeated, both by the
absence of a fully articulated political discourse on class and by the
presence of a racist discourse that naturalizes racial/ethnic inequality,
conflating whiteness with citizenship and blaming people of color for
white working-class pain and white middle-class fear of downward mo-
bility.

But a cultural and political discourse on class would not be useful if
it completely displaces one on race, offering up instead a colorblind
imaginary, as if we can erase the history of racialization by fiat. This
history of racial politics remains salient outside of class formation and
shapes whether people’s subjective identifications, and related political
actions, are likely to be along class or racial/ethnic lines. Moreover, the
current state of racial inequality is not merely the historical residue of
past injustices. Legislation like Proposition 209, in purporting to end
the salience of racial categories by declaration, ends up working as a
contemporary racial project, recreating racial injustice anew.? Proposi-
tion 187, whose supporters had ambiguous motives (“to save state re-
sources or to save the state’s racial identity from becoming increasingly
nonwhite” [R. J. Garcia 1998, 118]), reflects the state’s and the nation’s
sense of entitlement to cheap nonwhite labor while denying that labor
full participation in society and denying any U.S. responsibility for un-
documented immigration. Thus it too can be readily understood as a
racial project that reinscribes economic racial injustice. In short, when
cultural discourse renders the political history of differences between
white and nonwhite experiences invisible, this affects the citizenship
status of all students of color, regardless of class differences within and
among them. Located in an environment that marginalizes them at best
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and reflects hostility at worst, such students read signs that make it clear
they are unwelcome to participate as full citizens.

EN-GENDERING RACE-CLASS RELATIONS

On Cinco de Mayo during the year I spent at Waretown, I sat talking
with Molly and Bonnie at the cement tables outside the ag building.
Molly told me that, much to her embarrassment, her boyfriend, Rick,
had brought a Confederate flag with him to school that day and his
friend Jaye had brought a Border Patrol hat, though both had left the
items in their trucks. Molly’s embarrassment was a consequence of
Rick’s willingness to be overt about his opinions and potentially con-
frontational. This was a theme that repeated itself as I spoke with white
girls, trying to discern if girls “do” race relations differently than their
male counterparts. Girls’ comments suggested that the gendered differ-
ence in expression was at least in part related to differing rituals of
gender performance. In fact, girls across race-class locations believed
that boys’ fights were different from girls’ because boys are willing to
“fight over nothin’.” They believed that girls fought only when there
was “a really good reason,” while boys would “look for anything to
fight about,” “they make up reasons, excuses.” Girls’ views suggested
that race relations, and in fact all relations, among boys were shaped by
boys’ need to ritually demonstrate masculinity through conflict.

White girls recounted this same gender difference among their par-
ents. Descriptions included: “My dad’s kinda loud about his opinions”;
“My dad’s kinda racist, but only at home”; “My mom gets mad at dad
’cause he uses words like nigger and spic and stuff.” Although these girls
routinely described mothers who attempted to monitor men’s crass ex-
pressions of racism, when I asked if their mothers agreed with their
fathers on political issues like affirmative action and immigration, they
said yes. Likewise, while white girls said that they were “embarrassed”
by boys’ racism, when I pushed them for whether or not they agreed
with the sentiments expressed by their male counterparts, they said they
did. When I asked Molly if she agreed or not with Rick’s views, she
responded defensively,

Well, T don’t really understand it either, why they [Mexicans/
Mexican Americans] bring the flags. I mean they’re here now! If
they think Mexico is so great, why are they here?
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While gender often made a difference in the way students’ practices
manifested, with girls’ racism more subtly expressed, the similarity in
attitude and practice across gender points to the salience of white girls’
race and class identities and interests.

MacLeod (1995) suggests that although white working-class boys
have race and gender assets on the job market, and class as a disadvan-
tage, their location in a society convinced it is classless ensures that it is
not a class identity they embrace. Rather, they embrace a white and
male identity and, with the help of contemporary political discourse,
complain about reverse discrimination against them as white men. Not
unlike Paul Willis’s (1997) working-class lads, they embrace both racist
and sexist discourses, which provide a sense of superiority and help
soften the blow of their class futures. Likewise, Lois Weis (1990) sug-
gests in her study of white working-class students across gender, that
boys are especially vulnerable to the rhetoric of the New Right with its
coded racism and promotion of a normative male-dominated family
form.

But white girls, Weis suggests, given their experience of gender sub-
ordination, exhibit the potential for feminist critique and gender alli-
ance. To what extent are girls’ race and class identity politics mediated
by their experience of gender inequality? Like Waretown girls across
race and class, the girls Weis studied are not geared toward domestic
futures, but toward furthering their education and/or securing a job and
avoiding exploitative relationships with men. Although Waretown girls
demonstrate an awareness of gender inequality, like the girls in Weis’s
study, they don’t “see their identity as shared or collective, much less as
feminist” (179), since their solutions are individual and private, and they
do not think of themselves as women with a collective political gender
interest. They were, as we have seen, more likely to identify collectively
along race and, more obscurely, class axes.

When girls did collectively complain about gender inequality, they
did not understand it as institutionalized in class, for example, via oc-
cupational segregation. Rather, their nascent feminism was limited to
an annoyance with boys’ controlling tendencies and various double stan-
dards regarding sexuality and beauty norms. Moreover, girls made their
complaints within their own race-class groupings. So even though all
girls, across race-class groups, shared the similar experience of this kind
of gender injustice, they seemed rather unaware of the fact. In part, this
was precisely because their gender performances varied along race-class
lines, and they made wrong assumptions about the heterosexual prac-
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tices of others, based on those performances. How could they have gen-
der solidarity when they played out their race-class differences in terms
of heterosexual relations, as, for example, when they accused one an-
other of promiscuity?

The salience of girls’ race and, obscurely, class selves should come as
no surprise. Perhaps more now than ever before, girls are aware that
they are directly competing with one another over societal resources.
They are cognizant of race and, less clearly, class competition between
each other as racialized (though exaggerated in the minds of whites) and
classed (less clearly understood) subjects in relationship to both jobs and
college admission, while a feminist political discourse that might assist
them in politicizing their gender identities remains unheard. They were,
for example, largely oblivious to gender as at all relevant to changes in
affirmative action. And this race-class struggle over social goods like jobs
and education becomes less and less obscure as heterosexual girls at-
tempt to, and working-class girls are forced to, reject economic depen-
dency on men.

Feminists have historically argued that girls’ low aspirations are the
consequence of the fact that they are, as girls, instructed that the key
part of their lives is heterosexual relationship.* This causal argument
suggests that low achievement among girls is a consequence primarily
of gender socialization and institutionalized gender inequality. But it is
not at all clear that a culture of romance and competitive heterosexuality
is what results in girls’ low aspirations. Such a gender-centered analysis
fails to explain the academic success of college-prep girls and to tell us
why girls “choose” from a variety of gender performances available to
them. It also fails to consider that working-class and racial/ethnic girls
of color, like their male counterparts, usually “choose”—or are simply
tracked into—a vocational curriculum. Why would we assume that
girls’ “leveled aspirations” (MacLeod 1995) are due primarily to gender
while boys are due to class and race locations?

In failing to see the way in which gender identity is inflected by other
subjectivities and the way in which the “gender order” (Connell 1987)
is informed by other social forces, it is deceptively easy to read the non-
academic non-college-prep performances of femininity among most
working-class girls as a consequence of their gender victimization only.
When doing so, inevitably, it seems, working-class white girls and girls
of color appear, in a somewhat patronizing gesture, as more duped by
the trappings of patriarchy than middle-class white girls, who appear in
individualistic terms as more astute and consequently as having higher
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“self-esteem.” While gender inequality has a logic of its own, and is
reproduced for all girls across other social differences, it is nonetheless
important to analyze gender subordination in the context of women’s
own race-class groupings. If a non-prep identity is one that girls con-
struct less (or not only) in relationship to boys than one that is enacted
in relationship and opposition to one another as girls, then the different
versions of femininity performed would be better understood as racial/
ethnic and class variances among girls themselves.

GENERATION

Girls today grow up in the shadow of postfeminist popular culture
where certain, albeit distorted and contained, feminist ideas have been
absorbed, while others have not. By postfeminist I mean an attitude in
which young women take certain feminist gains for granted but fail to
see them as the achievements of a political struggle (Stacey 1990). All
girls, across race/ethnic and class identities, are still subjected to and feel
the burden of the “sexual auction block,” where they are put into com-
petition over sexual attractiveness as a form of symbolic capital (Hol-
land and Eisenhart 1990). But postfeminist popular culture at times sug-
gests to girls that the terms of heterosexual courtship and sexual politics
are uneven, that independence is psychologically rewarding, and that
women have a right to it.

Popular culture is not “a seamless text of oppressive meanings”; there
are “disruptions and inconsistencies and spaces for negotiation”
(McRobbie 1994, 163). While the girls I knew too often felt inadequate
when they did not meet the normative standards of beauty projected by
the film, television, and music industries, they also took pleasure in the
oppositional moments found therein. Lyrics of female musicians, for
example, at times told stories that resonated. Girls felt validated by
themes of gender injustice, even as the lyrics were sung primarily by
women who met the unreasonable standards of female beauty required
for star status in music videos. But Waretown girls failed to understand
feminism as a tool for collectively confronting this kind of sexual poli-
tics. Their understanding of feminism was limited, and postfeminist ide-
ology is one reason for the absence of a collective feminist voice, the
sentiment of gender injustice having been appeased by limited gains.
Feminism as a social movement appears to many as passé. In the end,
the oppositional moments found in popular culture pose a limited chal-
lenge, and gender inequality, as it exists inside and outside of economic
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inequality, is reproduced, but it is important to recognize that girls “do
not mechanically accept it” (McRobbie 1994). They are not passive vic-
tims of mass culture, and the complexity of their practices should be
recognized.

Moreover, while historically all girls may have been (however un-
evenly) “educated in romance” (Holland and Eisenhart 1990), schools,
parents, and girls across all racial/ethnic and class categories now ac-
knowledge that girls will work, whether in “jobs” or “careers.” They
know this perhaps less because of the success of feminist ideology than
because women’s paid labor has become, and for some always has been,
an economic requisite for families (Stacey 1990). Taking historical cir-
cumstances into account, Angela McRobbie (1991) has suggested that
the “absence of a prince” might produce “changing modes of feminin-
ity.” While the “prince” was always less a real possibility than part of
an unattainable middle-class nuclear family ideology for working-class
women, and for women of color in particular, perhaps he is increasingly
absent as an ideal at all. We need to consider that we now see a gener-
ation of young women most of whom at no point expected or hoped to
be economically supported by men. This is more true for working-class
girls than middle-class ones. Employing family values discourse, some
middle-class girls said they desired to stay at home and raise children
later in life because they believed that was best for children. They ex-
pected male support to do so, but feared this dependency as well. Con-
sequently, they naively imagined they would have fantasy careers that
would allow them the ultimate flexibility of working at home and/or
taking time off from a career without damaging it and expecting to
return to it after kids were grown.

While it may not always be apparent to them, gender projects do
work to secure the class futures of Waretown girls. The dismantling of
affirmative action threatens to perpetuate a gender-shaped class hierar-
chy. So too do challenges to women’s reproductive rights and welfare
reform, which has meant that mothers with children and victims of do-
mestic violence no longer have this cushion, small as it was, thereby
reproducing women’s economic dependence on men and an imbalance
of power within families.® Such gender projects occlude women’s eco-
nomic autonomy and naturalize their dependency on men while simul-
taneously punishing them for their dependence on the state via a moral
discourse on “welfare mothers.”

In short, young women’s class futures are ensured by a stalled gender
revolution, but it is one that has been uneven in its effects. All girls I
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talked to across all social categories expressed a desire to be economi-
cally independent. They all wanted to go to college (which meant any-
thing from university to community colleges to vocational schools) to
get better jobs or careers. Gender identity was not subordinate to work
identity for either middle- or working-class performers, but for different
reasons and with different assumptions. Among this generation, middle-
class girls, who are mostly white, appear as young beneficiaries of fem-
inist struggle (but fail to credit it), as they look forward to careers (not
jobs) and relative economic independence. But working-class girls more
often think of work in relationship to family instability. They are aware
of the dangers of economic dependency and divorce-induced poverty for
themselves and any children they might have. Aside from postfeminist
ideology, working-class girls’ desire for female autonomy is enhanced
by their witnessing an employment crisis among men in their commu-
nities, true for white working-class men, but even more so for men of
color. They see the men in their communities are often unemployed or
underemployed and are all too likely to deal with this hardship by aban-
doning their obligation and responsibilities to the women in their lives
and the children they helped create.

Working-class girls know from experience in their own families of
origin that male wages alone cannot support families, and they also
know, both from experience and from postfeminist popular culture, that
men cannot be counted on to meet their ideals for intimacy and egali-
tarianism in relationships. So they will not have and do not want male
breadwinners to rely on at the same time that they will not have wages
that allow the economic autonomy they desire. Their class futures are
secured by the historical context in which they live, where a deindus-
trializing economy offers them only low-wage service-sector jobs, largely
without labor union protection, and where a middle-income, blue-collar
breadwinner “family-wage” job after high school is still not an option
for women and no longer a real possibility for men. The fact that eco-
nomic equality has not occurred for women inside or outside of hetero-
sexual families, in combination with the poor job opportunities offered
by a postindustrial economy, leaves these working-class girls in precar-
ious circumstances.

But Mexican-American working-class girls face the specific impact of
racial projects like the persisting anti-immigrant sentiment endorsed by
the successful passage of Proposition 227, which ended bilingual edu-
cation in California, and Proposition 187, which intended to eliminate
public health care and public school education for undocumented im-
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migrants.® While this social policy was directed at immigrants, because
in everyday life these “others” were painted with a broad brush, second-
and third-generation Mexican Americans felt the injury simply by virtue
of being brown. Moreover, second- and third-generation Mexican
Americans in Waretown often had extended family members who were
directly affected by immigration policy. And Proposition 209, by refus-
ing to acknowledge the overrepresentation of women and men of color
among the poor and working class and thereby failing to challenge white
entitlement across class, recreates and exaggerates a race-shaped class
hierarchy, perpetuating institutionalized racial inequality for Mexican-
American women and men in Waretown. This not only makes Mexican-
American girls’ economic autonomy apart from men unlikely, but, given
the lower earning power of the men who are their likely potential part-
ners, they will be poorer and more dependent than white working-class
women, even in the context of heterosexual relationships.

That gender and racial projects manifest with uneven effects on girls
across social locations is apparent in the demographic composition of
the senior class at Waretown High. The settled-living Mexican-American
girls we met in chapter 3 and the hard-living white girls we met in chap-
ter 4 were not from parallel locations. Hard-living Mexican-American
students, girls in particular, had few representatives among the senior
class, having already left Waretown High to work and/or to attend al-
ternative education programs.

In sum, we can locate similarities among girls across race/ethnicity
and class, but of course profound differences exist as well. Class alliances
remain unlikely because of the absence of a discourse of class, and gen-
der alliances are often absent because of the pervasiveness of both post-
feminist and antifeminist discourses. While racial/ethnic alliances among
people of color are necessary to illuminate and deter ongoing racial pro-
jects, dangerous and powerful white alliances across class are working
to maintain white privilege.



CHAPTER 7

Conclusion

Great social and historical changes . . . altered not only outward
forms—institutions and landscapes—but also inward
feelings, experiences, self-definitions.

Raymond Williams,
The English Novel from Dickens to Lawrence

In junior high and early high school, multiple social forces conspired
simultaneously to shape Waretown girls’ lives: a more difficult curricu-
lum, tracking, talk of college and adult futures, an awareness of what
parents can and can’t afford and expect, and the push toward compul-
sory heterosexuality. Girls sorted through all this and began drawing
conclusions about what is or is not “for the likes of me and my kind,”
as friendships were increasingly organized by race/ethnicity and class
and as girls began to formulate identities based on the possible futures
they imagined for themselves.

Working-class performers, across race/ethnicity, had their dignity
wounded through exposure to middle-class performers who routinely,
and often unknowingly, inflicted class and race-based injuries in their
practices of exclusion. Differing race-class performances of femininity
took hold as girls defined themselves relationally in opposition to mul-
tiple others and as working-class girls adopted alternative badges of
dignity that worked, at times, as a kind of resistance to symbolically
heal class and race injuries. In short, girls began constructing future class
positions for themselves without the awareness that they were engaged
in doing so, and future class positions were constructed for them as their
limited economic and cultural resources ensured that the vast majority
of working-class girls would both opt out and be tracked out of a mid-
dle-class trajectory.

I have tried to model one way of thinking about class in relationship
to other axes of identity by exploring what utility might come from
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thinking through class as a performance and as performative and by
exploring how the various gestures of class performance never exist out-
side of race and gender meanings. Thinking through class as a perfor-
mance is useful for understanding those who cross borders, those ex-
ceptions to the rule who are consciously passing (whether it be up or
down, and both occurred). The correlation between class origins and
class performances is not a perfect one, and the exceptions are telling,
informing us in important ways about how the forces of race/ethnicity,
color, gender, and sexuality intersect with class. Rather than ignoring
exceptions, I pursued them and pushed for reasons why a given student
was an exception to the pattern of class-origin-equals-class-
performance.

For example, we saw the conflation of race and class meanings (where
brown signifies poor and white signifies middle-class) result in working-
class performances among middle-class Mexican-American students like
Ana and Rosa, who felt compelled early on to perform a chola identity
as a marker of racial/ethnic belonging in an effort to avoid accusations
of acting white and to maintain a Mexican-American cultural identity
at school. The fact of an uneven distribution of material resources across
race, representations in popular culture that persistently link color and
poverty (e.g., the overrepresentation of low-income people of color on
television news and fiction), and the lack of a bicultural curriculum at
school, all work to make color and middle-classness seem to be mutually
exclusive, a seemingly unavailable identity for these girls. However,
through the discourse of empowerment provided by MEChA (and var-
ious other programs for students of color), which offered a strategy for
resisting a colonizing education while acquiring skills for mobility, stu-
dents did find a way to construct for themselves a middle-class version
of Mexican-American identity.

Similarly, while homophobia obviously can work to keep gay and
lesbian students closeted, we saw that it might also work to push those
students to marginalized working-class-performing groups. This ap-
peared to be true for Kate, who had both economic and cultural re-
sources available to her, but sought friends who also felt marginal, albeit
in a variety of ways.

In addition to working-class performers of middle-class origin,
there were middle-class performers of working-class origin, whom we
met in chapter 5. These girls, located in a college-prep curriculum and
exposed to middle-class cultural forms, easily saw the differences be-
tween themselves and their middle-class friends’ lives and conse-
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quently became aware of the structures of exclusion at work in ways
that vocational track students did not. They learned the cultural con-
tent of middle-classness, began to acquire cultural capital by associa-
tion, and learned to perform a class identity they did not originally
perceive as their own.

Thinking through class as a performance enables us to acknowledge
exceptions to the rule, to understand that while economic and cultural
resources often determine class futures, this is not inevitable. It allows
us to explore the experience of negotiating an inherited and a chosen
identity. It helps demonstrate the ways in which other axes of identity
(like gender, sexuality, ethnicity, whiteness or color) intersect with and
inform class identity and consequently shape class futures (sometimes in
spite of class origin). That is, class performance is shaped by factors
other than class.

Useful in these respects, the concept of performance is, however, po-
tentially weak if it is taken to imply more individual agency than is
warranted. My use of performance should not be misunderstood as a
negation of the autonomy of social structures which have “historical
weight” and “formidable inertia” (Winant 1995, 504) and which are
the context for and preexist individuals, producing and regulating var-
ious kinds of historically specific subjects in the first place. Hence the
utility of theorizing the other side of performance, performativity, which
points to the fact that girls were enacting class scripts (and race and
gender and sexual ones) of which they were unaware or only obscurely
aware. Social actors largely display the cultural capital that is a conse-
quence of the material and cultural resources to which they have had
access. Structural, institutionalized inequalities preexist and for the most
part produce girls’ race-class-gender performances. While these struc-
tures are not automatically or inevitably reproduced, but rather are con-
stantly constituted and historically contingent, by and large structures
of inequality reappear over time, albeit with new veneer. With few ex-
ceptions, it appeared that working-class girls would have working-class
futures, and middle-class girls, middle-class futures. The concept of per-
formativity points to the ways in which we are produced by the weighty
structures (at once material and ideal) that preexist us, and highlights
the extent to which the reproduction of inequality does indeed happen

behind our backs.
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DECONSTRUCTING CLASS

I have argued that one’s class self is shaped by the economic and cultural
resources found at home, that is, parents’ socioeconomic status, which
individuals then bring to mixed-class settings. Somewhat reluctantly I
have employed a categorical notion of class, naming each girl’s class
origin based on the socioeconomic status of both of her parents, her
grandparents, and other key adults who provide economic and cultural
resources, thus leaving the notion of class “origin” relatively unprob-
lematic. Even though class is not best conceived as a static demographic
variable, but as a process always changing and in formation, there is, of
course, analytic utility to considering its temporal fixity and identifying
individual class locations within the long arm of history.

But I hope, in fact, to make the notion of a fixed class taxonomy
problematic. Understandings of class origin must be analyzed in ways
that are informed by the structure of gender, racial/ethnic, and sexual
inequality. For example, women of color, men of color, and white
women all often experience a disparity between educational attainment
and economic reward. It is useful then to think about economic and
cultural capital as somewhat independent of each other, and to under-
stand that their separability often has to do with institutionalized race,
gender, and sexual inequality.

Beyond this, the tenacious ideology of “the family” (found in popu-
lar, political, and social science discourse) shapes assumptions of what
a middle-class or working-class family looks like, when in reality the
fluidity of economic and cultural capital within any given family often
makes its “class” hard to name. Frequently, the class status of women,
their husbands or partners, and their children may not all be the same.
The family and gender revolutions of the second half of the twentieth
century, generated in part by women’s higher participation in paid labor,
has made marriage more voluntary than it has ever been. Consequently,
divorce and the subsequent coming and going of parents and stepparents
(usually fathers and stepfathers) from children’s lives means women’s
economic resources are often quite fluid (even in the lives of middle-class
women, whose income drops substantially upon divorce).!

On the other hand, women are still not likely to pair with men outside
of their social class; thus, cultural capital is less fluid in children’s lives,
as their parents are usually not too disparate from each other in edu-
cational achievement. But being “mixed-class” in this cultural sense does
occur. What class was Bev, whose high-school-educated mother works
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for minimum wage in retail but whose part-time father, with whom she
spends weekends, went on after the divorce to acquire a bachelor’s and
a master’s degree, becoming a member of the professional middle class?
At least one prep student, Staci, had attended a private elementary
school because her mother worked in the school’s kitchen and so was
able to enroll her child at reduced cost. By high school, this student had
acquired middle-class cultural capital of her own, beyond that of her
parents. Older siblings, who were the first in the family to go to college,
brought middle-class cultural capital to younger siblings, acting as im-
portant sources of information already known to students whose par-
ents were college educated. Such mixed experiences complicate one’s
sense of class location and identity.

These examples, along with the fact that class is experienced in racial/
ethnic- and gender-specific ways, suggest that it is important to recognize
contrasts in working-class experience rather than to affirm a normative,
monolithic, or authentic image. Diverse class experiences derive from
many factors, not the least of which is social geography, the ways in
which a class self is shaped by the degree of class and racial/ethnic ho-
mogeneity or diversity in one’s community. Class is a relational identity,
and we must always contextualize it in communities, for it is from com-
munities that “young people draw conclusions about what sort of peo-
ple they are, what society has in store for them, and what they can
therefore hope for” (Steinitz and Solomon 1986, 135).

In short, class is not a categorical given, but is historically composed.
Though it is a structure, it is a fluid one, not simply reproduced but
constantly recreated and cocreated with processes of racialization and
gender and sexual formation.

A DISCURSIVE ABSENCE

Because of the ways in which race, class, gender, and sexuality are his-
torically constructed and performed in relationship to each other, class
subjectivity varies not only across race/ethnicity, gender, and sexual
groupings, but differs generationally as well. Recognizing that all these
axes of social organization are always changing and in formation, it is
important to see young women as historically situated and to ask what
“cultural forms and expressions . . . seem to suggest new or emergent
‘structures of feeling’ . . . among girls” (McRobbie 1991, 72).
Returning to some of the theory problematics discussed in chapter 2,
I take it as a given that identity and experience are always discursively
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mediated. Consequently, I take girls’ common-sense understandings of
self-identity and “experience” (in particular, the presence/absence of
class as an articulated identity) less as truths than as windows into the
“complicated working of ideology,” the webs of power and meaning
that make such experiences and subjectivities possible (Fuss 1989, 118).2
Experience is mediated by the discursive frameworks for understanding
ourselves that are made available to us.

Examining the process of identity formation, the ways in which girls
construct themselves in and are constructed by discourse, was in part a
process of discovering what preexisting cultural discourses girls tap into
to narrate their identities. Through their self-narrations they presented
the intersection of those contradictory discourses that construct their
subjectivity. Identities are fashioned from the limited repertoire of un-
derstanding ourselves and our lives made available to us in public dis-
course. Significantly, these discourses routinely offer depoliticized iden-
tities and work to naturalize hierarchies of inequality.

Class is largely missing as a category of identity offered by popular
culture and political discourse in the early-twenty-first-century United
States. Class is not a central category of thought, making it difficult to
have a cultural or political class identity. Class is often conceptually
displaced onto or read through other categories of difference like gender
and race in such a way that class itself is rendered invisible. While it is
not a more fundamental axis of identity or mechanism of social orga-
nization, it is perhaps more often obscure. Given the U.S. ideology of
upward mobility, class is either not a present category of thought at all
or is present but understood only as a difference of money and therefore
as temporary. Consequently, categories like race and gender, which ap-
pear to be essentially there, fixed, and natural, readily take the place of
class in causal reasoning, rather than being understood as mediated by
or inextricably intertwined with class and one another. Thus, common-
sense discourses on race and gender can work to preclude class visibility.

We saw ways in which girls both did and did not recognize class
difference. Understanding group differences as differences of style was
a way of simultaneously displacing and recognizing class difference.
White working-class students (such as hicks and smokers) made claims
to stylistic authenticity (which turned out to be class-coded) and dis-
missed those who were “posers.” Among Mexican-American students,
such authenticity claims included accusations of acting white, which
obscured class at the same time it provided a way of talking about class
differences, both those between white middle-class preps and working-
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class Mexican Americans and among Mexican-American students them-
selves. The symbolic oppositions students employed were linked to the
use of gender-specific commodities, as when girls understood group
membership as related to preferences in clothes, makeup color, and hair-
style. These emblems of class-race membership among girls were often
misunderstood, interpreted as “moral” differences in sexual practices,
as when working-class performers rejected school-sanctioned femininity
for various racially specific dissident femininities. Thus, school-
sanctioned femininity and dissident femininity were symbolic markers
of class and racial/ethnic difference. But class and race difference was
displaced and made invisible among girls, as their preferences were un-
derstood as solely linked to heterosexual relations: girls in gangs “are
just trying to learn how to become young women,” and girls’ fights are
“about boys.” Girls routinely demonstrated that class antagonism and
injustice were felt (“I think I deserve an award”), but they were rarely
articulated as the difference of class.

This is not to say that race and gender were understood accurately
while class was left obscure. In fact, it was the essentialized conceptu-
alizations of race and gender that helped to keep the difference of class
invisible. Race and gender were more readily perceived as natural and
inevitable causal social forces, while class was left unnamed altogether,
invisible as a category of belonging or causality. It was left unnamed
because of the lack of a fully articulated cultural or political discourse
on class as such. In short, the girls and school personnel were construct-
ing many social identities, but were only aware of some; those most
visible were race and gender. Empirically, institutionalized class inequal-
ity, the difference that economic and cultural resources make, structured
girls’ lives, but class meaning was routinely articulated through other
categories of difference (race, gender, sexuality) and in other terms (fam-
ily values, individualism, self-esteem). This is a trick the ethnographer
can easily miss.

It is not the case that race and gender are mere ideologies that mask
the reproduction of class inequality. Racial and gender formation are
organizing principles in their own right. In the end, inequalities along
multiple axes are reproduced, meeting the demands of capital, white
supremacy, male dominance, and heterosexual privilege, but the invisi-
bility of class is also reproduced, as race, gender, and sexuality often
entirely take its place in girls’ understandings of who they are, and in
schools’ and broader society’s perception of who girls are in general.

Moreover, economic restructuring further obscures class, as working-
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class jobs in the United States have become less industrial and therefore
less easily perceived as working-class. In addition, in political discourse
a working-class constituency goes unrecognized as class difference is
downplayed and the myth is maintained that we are all part of a great
“middle class” (sometimes described ambiguously as “working fami-
lies”). All of this aids youth in defining their families’ and their parents’
and their own service-sector occupations as middle-class. As Lois Weis
(1990) points out, one flaw in the idea of reproduction theory,* which
argues that schools function to reproduce class inequality, is that the
precise reproduction of classes cannot occur (or at least is not perceived
to occur) when working-class youth do not follow in parents’ footsteps
by obtaining the same kinds of jobs. With factory closings and other
changes, their parents’ occupations are not available, and newer service
sector jobs carry different meanings. If we refuse to essentialize class and
instead focus on class as a formation, not an invariant structure but a
dynamic historical process, then the changing demographics of labor
must be—and can be—taken into account.

The social organization of race, gender, and family are key to these
shifts in class formation. In the second half of the twentieth century
employers were drawn to inexpensive female labor, made cheap pre-
cisely because of the male struggle for the breadwinner wage that was
itself informed by an ideology of “the family” (Stacey 1990, 1996), in
which a nuclear structure that fostered women’s dependency was nat-
uralized. Consequently, that women are now (and increasingly) the ma-
jority of “workers” is, ironically, what may make class seem less salient
as a social force, a cultural identity, and a potential political identity.*
Likewise, that people of color are overrepresented among workers is
rendered inconsequential by a historical discourse on race that natural-
izes a racial division of labor and conflates whiteness with citizenship
and national identity.

The continued naturalization of gender and family, and of white su-
premacy, can be witnessed in the contemporary political rhetoric of
“family values” and “youth crisis,” both of which draw attention away
from the fact of downward mobility among working-class people and
especially among those of color. The problems that working-class girls
face are not limited to their age grouping, are not a condition of youth
or a consequence of a crisis among youth, but are the same problems
that plague adult working-class women in twenty-first-century capital-
ism—Ilow-wage jobs, lack of affordable child care, and limited access to
higher education. This goes unrecognized, while working-class women,
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and Latinas and black women in particular, are targeted as the culprits
responsible for passing on poor values to children and perpetuating wel-
fare dependency. Despite thirty years of second-wave feminist critique,
the fact that our wealthy nation fails to provide living wages and af-
fordable housing, health care, child care, and reproductive control for
its workers (read: women) remains unaddressed.

Workers need unions to make jobs more profitable and need a return
to middle-income “working-class” jobs for men and women. Unlike the
historic working-class struggle for the family wage, this time around
women’s economic autonomy is imperative. Gender must be an organ-
izing principle of labor, as must a vigilant attentiveness to the ways in
which discourses on the family work to negate the individual worker’s
rights to a living wage that meets her own (and her children’s) basic
necessities. A cultural and political discourse that naturalizes “the fam-
ily” works in reality to recruit people into relationships of exchange
(Rapp 1978), which often become involuntary relationships of depen-
dency (usually women’s). Through various policies that focus on family/
work interchanges (too often conceptualized as women’s issues) the
state, complicit with capital, asks “the family” to do all that it cannot
do or refuses to do in terms of making sure the basic needs of the citi-
zenry are met.

While the shift from industrial to service work (where the latter is
often coded feminine and middle-class) poses a general challenge to the
(re)creation of a U.S. working-class identity and to the anachronistic
language of class itself, this begs the question of whether the kind of
sex-segregated, often service-oriented, labor that women have histori-
cally performed has ever been perceived as working-class. Paul Willis
(1977) explained long ago that working-class boys tended to see school-
ing and schoolboys as passive and effeminate, and these associations
were key to the logic they used to reject schooling as they romanticized
manual labor as masculine.’ Further, the service-based work women
performed was often not perceived by working-class men as real work
(because it is sometimes clean and non-manual, and may be located in
offices near management), in spite of the fact that it is low-paying, low-
prestige, and routine (Halle 1984), not to mention nonunion and in-
creasingly temporary and without benefits. The signifiers femininity,
passivity, conformity, middle-classness, and consumption (versus pro-
duction) meld together in such a way that women, it seems, cannot be
or authentically represent a working class. It is, most certainly, a hidden
injury of class when working-class women’s lives are coded “middle”
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because of their gender. These same injuries are repeated in social theory
when it fails to envision women as class subjects. Working-class women
have never starred as the romantic revolutionary subject, suffering in-
stead the injury of invisibility, and performing “feminine” work which
received little dignity or respect in a symbolic economy of class that
construed masculine manual labor as more authentically working-class.
This could only happen by ignoring women’s reproductive labor within
families and by coding women’s paid work as supplemental to the family
economy, which was never true of working-class women’s work, and is
increasingly untrue of middle-class women’s work (Stacey 1990).

There is a parallel here to the way in which women have been absent
as racial subjects in ethnic nationalist discourses.® As Rosa Linda Fre-
goso explains, women have not been perceived as historical represen-
tatives of Chicano nationalism, wherein the authentic Chicano nation-
alist subject has been portrayed as a masculine antihero: “the pachuco
as urban warrior” (1995, 322). Class and race signifiers meld together
in such a way that the authentic ethnic nationalist subject is imagined
as working-class, and, as we have seen, feminine codes can work to
preclude women’s belonging. Class, race, and gender codes are mutually
implicated in such a way as to render women of color invisible as either
race or class political subjects. Stuart Cosgrove provides a telling his-
torical example in his analysis of the zoot suit riots of the early 1940s.
The female counterparts of male zoot suiters were “ridiculed in the
press” for their “black drape jackets, tight skirts, fish-net stockings and
heavily emphasized makeup” (1989, 14). But, as Cosgrove explains,
their very existence suggests a more radical reading of pachuco subcul-
ture than media accounts provided. Women’s participation and gender-
specific “emblem of ethnicity” point to the fact that the tensions of the
time were at once racial/ethnic, generational, and class-based and could
not accurately be portrayed as boys-will-be-boys fights between white
servicemen and Mexican-American men.

The invisibility of women as class subjects was made apparent during
one of my last conversations at Waretown High with Mr. Scott, a white
teacher who was trying to convey to me the economic struggle of most
Waretown families. He explained that many Waretown students have
to work jobs while they are attending high school. With pride he added,
“Some of the Latino boys, they just take their paycheck right home to
their mother.” While his statement linked race and class, revealing an
awareness of Mexican Americans’ higher rate of poverty in the com-
munity, it also linked masculinity and class; he remained unaware that
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there were many girls, a handful of them white, but more of them Mex-
ican-American, who were doing the same, bringing paychecks home to
assist the family economy. Girls too are class subjects with identities and
futures in relationship to work and income. In failing to perceive girls’
class and race selves, the teacher unwittingly reproduced the common-
sense belief that what is most important about girls is their girlness.
When girls’ identities and futures are imagined only in gendered and
familial terms, whether by social policy, schools, or girls themselves,
class futures are constructed for young women without any visible rec-
ognition that this is occurring.

When we look to the multiple discursive sites and practices in which
women are and are not constructed as, and do and do not experience
themselves as, class subjects, we can see that there are “classifying pro-
jects” (Skeggs 1997) at work, but they are rarely named as such. Those
classifying projects are found in the discourses of popular culture (where
working-class people are represented, but not defined as class subjects),
social science (where too often working-class authenticity has been
imagined as white, male, and industrial), politics (where talk of family
values and youth crisis displaces talk of real economic differences), and
schooling (where discourses on individualism, meritocracy, and an im-
migrant ideology reign). Through an analysis of these discourses and
through attending ethnographically to the ways in which these dis-
courses enter girls’ lives, I have tried to explore some part of the cultural
politics of how class is reproduced and resisted.

Women have experienced themselves and have been experienced as
without class, while in reality they are and always have been class sub-
jects whose access to the cultural and economic resources of class (cul-
tural capital and paid labor) has been shaped and mediated by gender
and racial projects. But the androcentrism of the class concept as it exists
in social theory and popular discourse precludes their visibility.

CONSTRUCTING CLASS

The consequence of these discursive displacements is, once again, that
class remains obscure and often absent from the repertoire of possible
cultural and political subjectivities, though it is, of course, a salient so-
cial force. To the extent that a class identity existed at all among War-
etown girls, it appeared less as class conscience than as a “sense of
place.” This sense of class-place was constructed through consumption
as much as production and in social relations involving family and
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community as much as paid labor. While distinct expressive cultural
practices among working-class people can be identified, they vary by
race/ethnicity, gender, and region, making class cultural identities dif-
ficult to describe. Moreover, these cultural practices do not necessarily
correspond to the formation of a working-class political culture and
identity. Consequently, a kind of obscure class struggle is often waged
over modes of identity expression more than explicit political ideolo-
gies.

Given that our experiences and identities are constructed via the dis-
cursive frameworks available to us, and that class discourse is largely
absent, it is difficult to have an articulate cultural or political class iden-
tity in contemporary historical context. It is the political project of pro-
gressive cultural studies and of public intellectuals to make it one. We
might begin by looking for class “where it lives” (Ortner 1991), to locate
the hidden cultural class identity that exists within discourses of success,
money, intelligence, race, style, sexuality, and so forth. It is wrong to
conclude that class meaning is totally absent for people if the categories
they use are not named and known as class. Class is omnipresent even
as it is discursively invisible. It is important to locate instances of class
cultural awareness, to make visible the everyday politics of resentment,
and to go beyond this to provide a discourse which offers to transform
that into a politicized class identity, alongside other political position-
ings.

Weis explains that “at least part of the reason why females in occu-
pational ghettos have not been as organized historically as males . . . is
precisely because women have envisioned and lived out a marginalized
wage labor identity” (1990, 204), an identity made possible by a gender
order that dictated occupational sex-segregation and female economic
dependence on men. But “working-class” girls today, who cannot de-
pend on men, and don’t want to, may be more inclined to center their
wage-labor identity and be primed for the facilitation of a class subjec-
tivity. An identity as workers is not made available to them, obviously,
from capital or from conservatives who offer retrograde gender and
family ideology, but neither is it made available from androcentric or-
ganized labor and progressives or from a version of feminism that es-
sentializes them only as gendered subjects. A feminist cultural studies
that eschews an analytical focus on class participates in making and
keeping class invisible and limits progressive politics; it is remiss when
it fails to provide a politicized class subjectivity for women. What would
it mean for progressive politics if we were to locate, create, and
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strengthen counterhegemonic narratives and discourses that construct
women as class subjects?

Changing educational policy was not a key goal when I set out to do
this work, but given that my site for studying women and class identity
was a school, and knowing that educators and educational policy mak-
ers will want to know how to create more upwardly mobile working-
class exceptions, how to turn around “at risk” youth, I can offer a few
insights based on what I observed at Waretown High. I saw that the
presence of programs that focus on the concerns of particular racial/
ethnic groups of color (such as MEChA, MESA, and AVID) have the
potential to reach both middle-class youth of color and students of color
who are upwardly mobile working-class exceptions, enabling them to
construct middle-class racial/ethnic identities that are not experienced
as colonized. Moreover, a version of affirmative action that uses race/
ethnicity as one among many criteria can help these qualified students
of color populate university classrooms to the benefit of themselves, their
communities, white students, and the overall project of a multicultural
democracy.

But apart from the desirability of securing the place of middle-class
students of color and mobility for working-class students of all colors,
the fact remains that capital needs workers and workers need living
wages. A liberal version of multicultural education that provides atten-
tion to racial/ethnic, gender, and sexual inequalities only as a conse-
quence of individual acts of discrimination and prejudice, that offers
only tolerance as a remedy, and that fails to explore the political histories
of our differences and examine how race/ethnicity, gender, and sexuality
are at once institutionalized iz class inequality and exist outside of and
apart from class inequality, is inadequate. Also inadequate is a multi-
cultural education that teaches cultural sensitivity but leaves identity
categories unified and static in its analysis, failing to think through cul-
tural hybridity. Moreover, multicultural education can no longer be na-
tion-centered but must offer an analysis of racialization and gender and
class formation as global processes. Of course, no single institution, like
schools, is the cause of or the cure for structural inequalities that exist
along multiple axes. Other factors outrank the failure of schools as the
cause, for example, of growing economic disparity, including “the glob-
alization of the economy, the rapid advent of new technologies, the
changing nature of work, the investment in arms over domestic spend-
ing, [and] the failure to organize unions in the newly emergent indus-
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tries” (Fraser 1997, 19). But schools are one useful site for social change.
Acknowledging that it may ring as “naive optimism,” James Fraser
(1997) argues that the primary purpose of education in a democracy
should be to reproduce and expand democracy, not to serve capital and
other systems of domination. Yet this is what happens when schools,
intentionally or not, ensure that some students “fail” the goal of at-
tending college and are channeled into a curriculum that prepares them
for low-wage service economy jobs, because there are “simply not
enough good jobs to go around” (MacLeod 1995, 239). A “focus on
preparing future workers for world markets deflects schools from the
real role they should play in the economic crisis, preparing citizens who
can envision a different economic and social order and who have the
courage and will to bring their vision into existence” (Fraser 1997, xv).

Schools could prepare such citizens via a progressive curriculum for
all students, vocational-track and college-preparatory alike, which
would include the study of labor’s history and present conditions and
provide a discourse on class that might produce subjects who see them-
selves as “workers” in a global economy.” Necessary to any kind of
social change is an education that “fosters a critical understanding of
social problems and their structural causes” (MacLeod 1995, 264).8 It
is tragic that many, if not most, “educated people” (and, particularly
relevant here, school professionals) do not have the ability, the literacy,
to articulate a description of the world in social structural terms. Re-
peatedly, I could see the utility for students of an understanding of their
lives that brought into focus structural rather than individual causes.
Understanding structural class inequality would be beneficial to the
“self-esteem” of working-class students across race. Motivation based
on indignation at the workings of power and the failures of democracy
rather than on self-blame or other-blame is a prerequisite to the for-
mation of class alliances.

It is the schools’ obligation to prepare students as global citizens, and
an education on the uneven distribution of social goods must be a part
of that. Since nationally the new service-sector working class is largely
composed of women and men of color and white women, gender and
race must be organizing principles within the study of labor history, as
they must be a part of labor organizing, in order to manifest an under-
standing of how race, gender, and sexual identity movements have and
can continue to “enrich our conception of class, not move us away from
it” (Kelley 1997, 123).

More important than including class as a part of a multicultural ed-
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ucation, or more important than anything schools might do, is the need
for inclusive unions that make class visible by constructing Americans
and global citizens as politicized class subjects in the struggle for living
wages. U.S. organized labor has historically been crippled not only by
corporate power but by its own racism and androcentrism: the biases
of a labor movement that has too long failed to conceptualize low-wage
service economy jobs filled with women and men of color and white
women as “working-class.”’

Reflexive ethnography demands the recognition that the knowledges we
produce are not neutral, but can have unanticipated political effects,
ramifications for institutions, policies, and individuals. It is important,
then, to try to avoid being naively drawn into the direct service of the
very forces of social domination one is arguing against. There are risks
in suggesting a renewed focus on class. If the absence of a discourse on
class precludes the potential for the kind of class alliance across axes of
difference necessary for a widespread labor movement, so too does a
leftist discourse on class that is noninclusive. What is needed is a less
exclusionary reformulation of class than has before been offered by the
left. As Robin Kelley explains, historically the left has refused to be
inclusive of race, gender, and sexuality, because “they either do not
understand or refuse to acknowledge that class is lived through race and
gender” (1997, T09; emphasis mine). Because experiences of class are
always racialized and gendered, there is no monolithic, authentic, cul-
turally distinct and bound class identity. Just as there is no universal
racial, gender, or sexual identity, there is no universal class identity (Kel-
ley 1997). The same essentialized understanding of race, gender, and
sexuality that makes class invisible in popular thinking is too often pres-
ent in leftist thinking, where envisioning class as a universal identity is
the product of the failure to treat race, gender, and sexuality as con-
structs. This tendency toward essentialism and universalism promotes
the belief that “movements focused on race, gender, or sexuality nec-
essarily undermine class unity and, by definition, cannot be emancipa-
tory for the whole” (109), when in fact, race, gender, and sexuality can
be “the ground upon which class conflicts are enacted” (202).

The risk in suggesting a renewed focus on class comes not only from
the left’s historic tendency to formulate noninclusive class politics, but
now, perhaps more significantly, comes from the political right. The
attendant dangers were never more clear to me than when I observed
the most conservative, white (often male) students in my university class-
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room, whom I usually have to work hard to convince that class inequal-
ity exists at all, begin nodding their heads in ready agreement with me
as if they were born marxists. Their easy agreement was bewildering at
first, until [ understood that they were nodding their heads for the wrong
reason. In previous years such students had identified themselves as
class-privileged and had positioned themselves on the defensive when
faced with classroom learning about economic injustice. But now, I re-
alized, the newfound conservative political discourse on class enabled
them to position themselves as disadvantaged class (read white) subjects.
They were nodding their heads, not because they understood institu-
tionalized class inequality, but because on the surface, a gloss of class
theory sounded reminiscent of the discourse of Proposition 209 they had
readily latched onto. This points to how imperative it is that the pro-
gressive left conceptualize class directly in relationship to race and gen-
der so that it cannot be mistaken as a code for “white” or a code for
“white male.” We see here that, like gender, race, and sexuality, class
too is a site of discursive struggle; it too is never finished.

In embarking on a project that foregrounded class, and aware that
an author’s words continue to signify in spite of and sometimes against
her own intentions, I feared and still fear unwittingly providing am-
munition to those who would chose to employ it in ways with which I
disagree. It is wise to remember always to “evaluate the motivations
behind the deployment” of any given category (Fuss 1989, 32), to query
who is utilizing it and under what circumstances, how it is deployed,
and what the political goals and consequent effects are.

I set out not to privilege class but to demonstrate that it is an element
of contemporary feminist and cultural theory that is often discursively
present but analytically absent or that at best makes cameo appearances.
It is ironic that class remains invisible in public discourse, and too often
in critical social theory, under postindustrial conditions: a period when
gender and race have become more salient and marked, and when re-
gressive race- and gender-specific projects are actively shaping class for-
mation itself, making women and men of color and white women pri-
mary occupants of low-wage, nonunion working-class categories. But
given the androcentrism of the class concept, which includes both the
historic meaning of working-class as white masculine industrial labor
and the failure to think of women’s work as productive, postindustrial
conditions do make a U.S. working class hard to locate when so many
women fill the ranks. At the same time, these changes can help to expose
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the historically gendered and raced character of class categories. How
to define women in class terms has always been problematic by the
conventions of class analysis. Exploring class by beginning with
women’s lives makes the contemporary salience of class as a cultural
identity, and potentially a political one, more visible. Moreover, it en-
ables conceptualizing class in nonreductionist ways that point to the
multiple axes of social formation; it permits recognizing the diverse ex-
perience of class across other identities; and it points to demographic
shifts in the working class.

These historic changes give good cause to renew an interest in class
and to imagine nonreductionist ways of retheorizing class in relationship
to gender, sexuality, and racial/ethnic identity within this historical con-
text. In spite of the fact that class is not a more fundamental axis of
organization and identity than race or gender, those categories are more
easily essentialized. In our attempts to explore the ways these processes
are and are not parallel, contemporary cultural studies often suggests
the need to think of these multiple formations evenly. But we might
consider that social actors do not see them this way, and explore how
the meanings people actually give to these categories render class invis-
ible. It is crucial to look at the nature of these entanglements and to
theorize class in race and gendered terms. Class analysis should not dis-
place contemporary work on race, gender, and sexuality; rather, we need
to rethink the meaning of class by starting with women. Because women,
like men, are never without class.
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CHAPTER I: PORTRAYING WARETOWN HIGH

1. A note on terminology. Race is a term that has historically been used to
categorize human physical types based on perceived biological differences or a
supposed genetic heritage but that in reality is socially, historically, and politi-
cally constructed. Thus, it does not have a fixed meaning, but is always under
transformation and is currently used in multiple ways in popular and political
discourse. Social scientists widely recognize that race as a biological category is
a falsehood and contemporarily use the term to represent socially constructed
categories, as I do here. Ethnicity refers to a common cultural heritage. But one
source of the common cultural heritage of a diaspora of people is simply that
they have been historically defined as a racial group; that is, what is held in
common is having been falsely named and treated as a distinct “race” of people.
On the one hand, group labels (like Chicanos, Latinos, Asian Americans, African
Americans) among both voluntary and involuntary immigrant populations in
the United States collapse important distinctions within each population. On
the other hand, people within each of these populations do have in common the
experience of having been defined and treated as a racial group, so the labels
are, in the end, meaningful. At times, I use “race” in conjunction with “eth-
nicity” (i.e., “race/ethnicity,” or “racial/ethnic”) to indicate the relationship be-
tween a people having been socially constructed as a race and the creation of a
common culture based on that group experience. At other times, for stylistic
reasons, I use the term “race” apart from “ethnicity,” leaving the relationship
implicit. T use “color” when I mean to point specifically to the salience of phe-
notype.

2. Others have also addressed this transition, most notably Gilligan 1982
Brown and Gilligan 1992; Orenstein 1994; Eder, Evans, and Parker 1995; and
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Taylor, Gilligan, and Sullivan 1995. I discuss a wider array of recent books on
girls in chapter 2.

3. In California, community colleges (formerly known as junior colleges and
often still so called by students) fulfill the state’s guarantee that every Californian
should have an opportunity to attend college, by providing a two-year program
in which any high school graduate can prepare to transfer to a four-year insti-
tution. (The colleges also offer two-year associate degree programs and many
other classes for job skills and lifelong learning.) California has two university
systems, the California State Universities and the more selective University of
California system, both of which require that applicants have completed certain
coursework. In keeping with the students’ usage, I often refer to community
college as junior college or JC; T use “state universities and UC schools” to refer
to the four-year institutions.

4. Moreover, the left grounds its “claims in secular social science instead of
religious authority” (Stacey 1996, 52). See Stacey for a full account of how
questionable social science has been employed to make the centrist case.

5. See Acland 1995 and Males 1996 for analyses of the social construction
of “youth crisis.”

6. For Gramsci (1971), “common-sense” is not merely “false consciousness”
but contradictory, containing elements of both truth and ideology (negatively
conceptualized).

7. “Cultural capital” refers to class-based knowledge, skills, linguistic and
cultural competencies, and a worldview that is passed on via family and is re-
lated more to educational attainment than to occupation. See Bourdieu and
Passeron 1977 and Bourdieu 1984.

8. By “habitus” Bourdieu means unconsciously enacted, socially learned dis-
positions and habits.

9. The Bracero Program was a joint project between the United States and
Mexico that allowed the legal migration of Mexican men into the States as
contract farmworkers. During the program’s twenty-two years, 4.8 million
Mexican men worked on U.S. farms to help make up for the decline in the labor
force during World War II. Though these jobs were seasonal and the program
did not provide for resident status, many braceros never returned to Mexico.

10. See Vigil 1988. Also see Acland 1995 on the social construction of
“gangs” as a social problem. Acland suggests that media accounts too readily
apply the description “gang-related activity” to crime within minority com-
munities. Likewise Miller 1995 suggests that “gang member” is a label applied
too readily to youth of color and operates as a form of social control. It is
important to note that the description of youth gangs and the function they
serve is remarkably similar to the characteristics Eckert 1989 gives for groups
of working-class white youth; that is, an age-stratified cohort, friendships based
on neighborhoods more than school activities, and the use of older peers as links
to the job market. In spite of these similarities across race, it is primarily youth
of color who are labeled “gangs.”

11. “Matured out” refers to a change in orientation toward more conven-
tional lives (Vigil 1988). Vigil’s account of “hard-core” versus “fringe” gang
members parallels Howell’s (1973) distinction between hard and settled living.
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Whereas temporary, peripheral, or situational gang members who tend to ma-
ture out early come from relatively stable backgrounds, long-term members tend
to come from less stable backgrounds and are more willing to engage in illegal
income-generating strategies (Vigil 1988).

12. See Clifford and Marcus 1986; Clifford 1988; Stacey 1988; Mascia-Lees,
Sharpe, and Cohen 1989; Gluck and Patai 1991; Kirby 1991; Viswesweran
1994; and Behar and Gordon 1995, among many others.

13. hooks 1984; Mohanty 1988, 1991, 1997; Spelman 1988; Zavella 1989;
Alarcén 1990; and Trinh 1991, among many others.

14. See Moraga 1983; Anzaldda 1987, 1990; Zavella 1987, 1993, 1994; S.
Hall 1992; Alarcon 1993; and A. Garcia 1997, among many others.

15. Epstein 1987; Escoffier 1991; Harding 1991; and Gamson 1995, among
others.

16. Personal communication, 1997; see also Newton and Stacey 1992.

CHAPTER 2: WOMEN WITHOUT CLASS

1. See McNall, Levine, and Fantasia 1991; Ortner 1991; Rorty 1991; Di-
mock and Gilmore 1994; Bullock 1995; Gitlin 1995; Gibson-Graham 1996,
2001; James and Berg 1996; Kadi 1996; Tomasky 1996; J. R. Hall 1997; Ellis
1998; Felski 2000; Gibson-Graham, Resnick, and Wolff 2000; and hooks 2000,
among others.

2. Likewise, ignoring women in the study of race and ethnic relations means
failing to see women as racial/ethnic national subjects. Feminists of color have
long been critical about this. Most notably Hull, Scott, and Smith made the
point with their anthology All the Women Are White, All the Men Are Black,
But Some of Us Are Brave (1981). Fregoso (1987) and A. M. Garcia (1989)
speak directly to the fact that Chicanas have been missing as nationalist subjects
in Chicano nationalism.

3. See Cohen 1972; Hall and Jefferson 1976; Willis 1977; Hebdige 1979;
and, in the United States, MacLeod 1987; and Foley 1990.

4. Class categories themselves have long been interrogated by feminist crit-
icism because a gendered division of labor and occupational segregation create
an obstacle to any single classification (Crompton 1993). Also see Garnsey 1982
for discussions of individual vs. family as a unit of analysis and of the problem-
atic distinction between blue- and white-collar and manual and nonmanual la-
bor in thinking through women’s class location.

5. See early works such as Gans 1962; E. P. Thompson 1963; Sennett and
Cobb 1972; Aronowitz 1973; Howell 1973; and, later, Halle 1984, and Ryan
and Sackrey 1984. See L. B. Rubin 1976 for an early corrective to the almost
exclusionary focus on men and for an analysis of the links between work and
family. But even here definitions of class remain masculine, in that the “working-
class” sample of women studied were selected because they were the wives of
blue-collar men. L. B. Rubin 1994 later provides a corrective to this in that blue-
collar and pink-collar workers, as well as low-level white-collar service workers,
are included and defined as “working-class.”
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6. See for example, Brown and Gilligan 19925 Orenstein 1994; Pipher 1994;
Eder, Evans, and Parker 1995; and Taylor, Gilligan, and Sullivan 1995.

7. Mohanty (1991) offers a definition of “third-world women” that parallels
the way “women of color” is often used to designate a constituency of women
who share a “common context of struggle.” Both terms are often meant to point
to a community of potential alliances among women of color in the third world
and women of color in the United States. See also Hull, Scott, and Smith 1981;
Moraga and Anzaldta 1981; B. Smith 1983; Anzaldia 1987, 1990; Asian
Women United of California 1989; Alarcén 1990; de la Torre and Pesquera
1993; Hurtado 1996; Sandoval 1998; Trujillo 1998; and Ruiz and DuBois 2000.

8. Critical race feminism takes up “critical race theory,” a body of schol-
arship (stemming from critical legal theory) that works to expose color-blind
and race-neutral public policy and practice, revealing the ways in which white
privilege is maintained through liberal concepts of legal equality and neutrality.
See Delgado 1995; Crenshaw et al. 1995; Ladson-Billings and Tate 1995; and
Nebeker 1998, among others.

9. It should be noted that lesbian feminists also made a significant interven-
tion into and transformation of the gender assumptions often made in early
second-wave feminism.

1o. This trend both continues in and is challenged by the proliferating lit-
erature on whiteness, which is uneven in its degree of attentiveness to unpacking
class differences among whites. Historical works on whiteness appear to grapple
with class fairly consistently, because the very invention of whiteness is seen as
a response to class inequities (e.g., Roediger 1991, 1994; Allen 1994, 1997).
Works that focus on the contemporary operations of whiteness, however, are
more inconsistent in their treatment of class (e.g., Frankenberg 1993, 1997;
Daniels 1997; Fine et al. 1997; Wray and Newitz 1997; Lipsitz 1998). Notable
exceptions include Hartigan 1997a, 1997b; P. Cohen 1997; and Twine 1997.

11. See Spelman 1988; Alarcén 1990; and Bettie 200T.

12. Writings by feminists of color often contribute to thinking through the
subjective experience of class difference as it intersects with racial/ethnic differ-
ence. See Hull, Scott, and Smith 1981; Moraga and Anzaldta 1981; B. Smith
1983; Anzaldia 1987, 1990; Asian Women United of California 1989; de la
Torre and Pesquera 1993; Hurtado 1996; Trujillo 1998; and Ruiz and DuBois
2000. Similar anthologies that include writings by white working-class women
(Zandy 1990; Tokarczyk and Faye 1993; and Mathony and Zmroczek 1997)
help demonstrate the similarity and difference of working-class experience
across race. Works that promote anti-essentialist understandings of race by
working to deconstruct racial/ethnic “authenticity” (see Zavella 1989; hooks
1990, 1992, 1994; S. Hall 1992, among others) and by pointing to diversity
within group categories also help to foreground class difference along with other
differences like gender, generation, and geography.

13. Bowles and Gintis 1976; Bourdieu and Passeron 1977.

14. See Holland and Eisenhart t990 for a clear overview of reproduction,
production, and practice theories.

15. See Gordon 1976, 1988, 1994; Stacey 1983, 1990; Zavella 1987; Acker
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1988; Scott 1988; Mohanty 1991, 1997; Ware 1992; Chang 1994; and Lowe
1996, among others.

16. See Zavella 1987; Mohanty 1991, 1997; Roediger 1991; Almaguer
1994; Chang 1994; Lowe 1996; and Frank 1999, among others, for accounts
of the ways in which class hierarchy and racial order are mutually constitutive.

17. It is constructive to consider the potential overlap between Sennett and
Cobbs’s (1972) conceptualization of hidden injuries and Bourdieu’s (1977) no-
tion of symbolic violence, whereby social control manifests indirectly via culture
rather than directly via coercion. This happens primarily through indoctrination
in school settings, where one culture or meaning system (e.g., a middle-class
cultural form) is imposed upon the lower classes, is constructed as the only
culture that is legitimate, and is internalized and thus misrecognized as legiti-
mate, so that the power relations behind the imposition are obscured. This in-
ternalized sense that one’s own cultural forms are illegitimate might be said to
produce the social psychological status anxiety and injury to dignity that Sennett
and Cobb describe.

18. By this Williams meant the “affective elements of consciousness and re-
lationships” in a given historical moment, arguing that meanings and values are
“actively lived and felt” (1977, 132).

19. Some of what I label “cultural capital” for the sake of simplicity through-
out this text might be more accurately labeled “symbolic capital” or “social
capital.” Symbolic capital refers to prestige and social honor; social capital, to
forms of social support provided by a person’s interpersonal network. See Stan-
ton-Salazar and Dornbusch 1995 and Stanton-Salazar 1997, 20071 for a detailed
exploration of the barriers faced by Mexican-American students that hinder
their access to social capital and institutional support and therefore to educa-
tional success. See Lamont and Lareau 1988 for an overview of the multiple and
contradictory usages of the concept “cultural capital,” especially as applied to
the United States. Many have explored the utility of Bourdieu’s concepts to the
study of racial/ethnic and gender difference. Whereas in Bourdieu’s work, cul-
tural capital too readily determines class location, other axes of identity and
social processes might account for exceptions to this rule. For instance, McCall
(1992) considers the utility of Bourdieu’s work to feminist theory and the study
of gender; Gandara (1995) suggests that among upwardly mobile working-class
Chicana/os family stories of exceptionalism and lost fortunes work as a kind of
cultural capital to aid in mobility; MacLeod (1995) notes that “habitus,” which
refers to systems of learned dispositions based on class, might also be applied
to think through gender and racial/ethnic dispositions and demonstrates this
difference in his study of black and white boys; Holland and Eisenhart (1990)
and Skeggs (1997) consider women’s sexual attractiveness as a form of capital.

20. I find “status group” limited in its utility as an analytical category, per-
haps causing more confusion than clarity. Too often it is used as a catchall term
in which gender and race are placed as membership categories alongside, say,
“Shriners,” as if they are the same. The definition of status groups as having a
collective sense of honor does not resonate with race and gender identity gen-
erally, but only when those are politicized identities. See my discussion of the
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distinction students make between “hicks” and “farmers” in chapter 4 for fur-
ther explanation.

21. See S. Cohen 1972; Hall and Jefferson 1976; Willis 1977; Hebdige 1979.

22. In Becker’s The Outsiders (1963), for example, the analysis centers on
deviance from norms and not on class or race consciousness, resistance, or
power differentials. There have been some exceptions to this “deviance and
delinquency” frame in the study of “gangs” and of the race-class consciousness
of “style”; for example Vigil 1988; Cosgrove 1989; Jankowski 199 1; and Ferrell
and Sanders 1995. It is also present in some analyses of popular culture, for
example, Lipsitz 1994a. See Brake 1980 for an overview of both U.S. and British
sociologies of youth and youth subcultures; for more contemporary analyses,
see Austin and Willard 1998.

23. Using hip hop as a case study, Rose suggests that in reality subcultural
ruptures never actually take place outside of commodity culture, and thus the
distinction between an early authentic/original moment and a later moment of
commercial exploitation is artificial. Subcultural challenges are always “artic-
ulated via commodities and engaged in the revision of meanings attached to
them” (1994, 82-83).

24. While girls have been largely missing from the ethnographic study of
subcultures (McRobbie and Garber 1976 and McRobbie 1978 are early excep-
tions), there is a growing interest in them now. See Bhavani, Kent, and Twine
1998 (a special issue of Signs on Feminisms and Youth Culture). Ethnographic
work and textual analyses of girls and subcultures, as well as studies of girls
and schooling, often overlap. See McRobbie and McCabe 1981, McRobbie and
Nava 1984, McRobbie 1991 and 1994, Roman 1988, and LeBlanc 1999 for
ethnographic work on girl punks; Rose 1990, 1994 on black women rappers;
and Walkerdine 1997 on girls and talent shows. See also Fregoso 1995 for a
textual analysis of homegirls, cholas, and pachucas in the film Mi Vida Loca
and L. Lewis 1990 on girls’ consumption of music videos.

There is a growing interest in female gangs but no real literature yet other
than the few pages in each book on male gangs. The absence of girls from the
literature on gangs is less likely to reflect the absence of girls in gang activity
than the failure to see girls as racial/ethnic-class subjects. But see Horowitz 1983
and Campbell 1984.

25. McRobbie and Garber (1976) wrote about girls and subculture in Re-
sistance through Rituals. Others have begun this work or made a call for it.
Steedman (1986) has suggested feminists need to theorize women’s class subjec-
tivity through sites other than work and production, such as family and social
relations and the terrain of style. Ortner (19971, 1993, 1998) too has renewed
an interest in class along these lines.

26. While Mohanty (1992) uses the terms “inherited” and “chosen” to refer
to cultural and political identities respectively, I use the terms to refer in both
instances to cultural identities, not political ones. By inherited identity I mean
to point to those cultural resources received from one’s family of origin, and by
chosen identity I mean to point to those cultural resources not inherited but
desired and emulated.
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27. Foley (1990) also explores class as a performance, employing Goffman
and Habermas, but he limits his analysis to the ways in which varying “speech
performances” express class membership. See also Bernstein’s classic work
(1975) on the distinction between a middle-class “elaborated” speech code and
a working-class “restricted” speech code.

28. For critiques, see Collins et al. 1995. See also Bordo 1992 and Hood-
Williams and Harrison 1998 for a discussion of Butler’s work and phenome-
nological sociologies. Similarly, poststructuralist theories have been at times cri-
tiqued for conceptualizing the practioner of theory as a subject who is entirely
free-floating and indeterminate, exercising more choice than is actually possible
in self-fashioning an identity. As Bordo explains it, the objectivist epistemology
of “The View from Nowhere” has been replaced with “The View from Every-
where,” in which the deconstructionist assumes “seemingly inexhaustive van-
tage points none of which are owned” (1990, 142).

29. Although I present many of the social structural forces that work against
school success, many more have already been documented at great length by
sociologists and anthropologists of education and are taken for granted as a
backdrop to the analysis of identity and that I offer. In particular see Stanton-
Salazar 1997 and Phelan, Davidson, and Yu 1993. The latter distinguish be-
tween sociocultural barriers (where the culture of one’s ethnic community is cast
as inferior in the schooling environment), socioeconomic barriers, linguistic bar-
riers (when bilingualism is obstructed), and structural barriers (lack of institu-
tional resources). Beyond these are teachers’ low expectations of students of
color, schools’ failure to protect students from exploitation by proprietary (for-
profit vocational) schools, and schools’ investment in tracking and in alternative
routes to a diploma for “at risk” youth. See also Darder, Torres, and Gutierrez
1997.

30. Many have begun to note that contemporary cultural theory often does
not do an adequate job of theorizing just how discourse enters and constructs
the subject in social psychological terms, or “the practices of meaning-making
and the inner mindful and imaginative dimensions of those practices” (Lembo
2000, 86). That is, “identity” is conceptualized as an effect of discourse and at
the same time as the source of agency, thus explaining little. Where Butler at-
tempts to deal with interiority using psychoanalytic theory, Lembo provides a
useful attempt to rebuild the agent by synthesizing Butler’s poststructuralism
with Mead’s and Goffman’s symbolic interactionist sociology, suggesting that
mindfulness (“an internal process of thinking, of reflexive engagement”; 2000,
91) in performance is not based on an unchanging essence, does not suggest a
prediscursive “I,” and might usefully be combined with a poststructuralist focus
on power and discourse. This problem of interiority is the same as the question
of structure versus agency, since the interior is the site where the subject as an
active agent, “a person who is understood to be capable of initiating thought
and action” (89) would manifest. Bourdieu’s concept of “habitus” is an attempt
to bridge the structure/agency divide but ends up more squarely on the side of
structure, given that it is used to refer to unconscious habits and dispositions
that inform practices, more than consciously learned rules. Moreover, habitus
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remains a “black box” in Bourdieu’s work, as he too “neglects the actual process
whereby external forces and internal consciousness wrestle with each other”
(MacLeod 1987, 255).

31. Here I am paraphrasing Bordo (1992), who poses these same questions
about race in her review of Butler 1990.

32. For some examples of such explorations see Allison 1994; Penelope
1994; Kadi 1996; and Raffo 1997. Among British feminists, see Steedman 1986;
Mathony and Zmroczek 1997; Skeggs 1997; and Walkerdine 1997.

CHAPTER 3: HOW WORKING-CLASS CHICAS GET WORKING-
CLASS LIVES

1. A quinceafiera is a celebration of a girl’s fifteenth birthday, thought to
signal the time when she enters adulthood and becomes a woman, has reached
sexual maturity, and/or is ready for marriage.

2. For a parallel kind of analysis see Banks 2000 on black women and the
cultural politics of hair.

3. The distinction I make here between dissident and school-sanctioned fem-
ininity is an oversimplification. Another variation of dissident femininity not
characterized by feminine sexual display is discussed in chapter 4.

4. See also Enstad 1999.

5. Horowitz 1983 and S. Thompson 1994 also found girl fights not reducible
to heterosexual tensions.

6. Coconut is used to signify “brown on the outside but white on the inside.”

7. See Blake 1997; Zavella 1997; and Hurtado 1998, among many others,
for discussions of Chicana sexuality. It is certainly the case that my status as a
cultural outsider shaped the conversations I had with Mexican-American girls
on the topic of sexuality. There were no particular incidents or remarks that
made a lack of intersubjectivity or girls’ discomfort apparent to me, but none-
theless I want to acknowledge here this likelihood.

8. See S. Thompson 1995 for a sophisticated account of “teenage girls’ tales
of sex, romance and pregnancy.” See also Tolman 1994.

9. See Fine 1988 for a fuller discussion of the “missing discourse of desire”
in sex education courses and how anti-sex rhetoric arrests the development of
sexual responsibility among adolescents.

10. Fine summarizes the status of proprietary schools in the state of New
York, where the State Department of Education’s 1985 report “found that pro-
prietary schools [were] involved in violation of entry requirements; questionable
recruitment practices; high dropout rates; less than quality standards; inade-
quate record keeping; and failure to offer instructional programs approved by
the State Department of Education” (1991, 91).

11. Fordham and Ogbu (1986) and Fordham (1996, 1999) address the
meanings of the phrase “acting white” among black students. The content of
“acting white” in their subjects’ accounts is often (but not always) coded middle
class (e.g., attending the Smithsonian or the symphony, playing golf, going to
the country club, and doing volunteer work). Fordham and Ogbu show that
academic success is equated with whiteness and that the fear of being accused
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of “acting white” can lead to underachievement and various other strategies
that are employed to “cope with the burden of acting white.” See also Cousins
1999 and Matute-Bianchi 1991, who discusses “acting Anglo” among Mexican-
American students. Setting aside the students’ meanings, when I refer to a stu-
dent as “acting white” here I do not, of course, mean that they are really Mex-
ican-American in a modernist, realist, essentialist way. Rather, white and
Mexican-American are historically constructed, racialized subjectivities that are
only temporarily fixed categories of identity, in that social actors embrace them
as real and they are real in their consequences. Likewise, there is no “authentic”
racial/ethnic self, but only an ideology of essentialized authenticity that is mo-
bilized by actors to achieve various effects.

12. It is not apparent what the content of whiteness as a cultural identity is
in social science discourse either. For many writers on whiteness (Roediger 1991,
1994; Allen 1994, 1997; Lipsitz 1998), whiteness is conceptualized as a system
of domination, where whiteness is described as a politicized racial positioning
in the struggle over resources. When whiteness is viewed as nothing more than
an oppressive ideology, it is seen as culturally bereft. Whiteness as a cultural
identity is less explored in whiteness studies, but notable exceptions include
Hartigan who, pointing to regional and class differences among whites, argues
that “while whiteness may be fixed as a unified or unifying phenomenon when
regarded ideologically at the national level, on the ground that unity quickly
becomes illusory” (1997b, 180). Twine (1997) also points to white cultural
identity as the product of everyday negotations in her interviews with multiracial
women of known African descent who acquired a white cultural identity in
childhood. Activities such as family conversations and silences, dating, consum-
erism, and friendships were central to the shifting racial identities of these
women. See also P. Cohen 1997 and Perry 2001. Whiteness as an identity out-
side of middle-classness is discussed again in chapter 6.

13. Vigil (1988) explains the link between pachuco style and low income,
noting that starched and creased khaki pants, for example, originated in military
and penal institutions, sites central to working-class life. Likewise, Dickie is a
brand of work clothing, which has been appropriated and has come to signify
group membership.

14. For example, Oulette (1999) keenly describes how Helen Gurley Brown’s
intent in creating Cosmopolitan magazine was to instruct pink-collar working-
class women how to present themselves as middle-class in order to attract a
superior (read, middle-class) man and enable their mobility via marriage.

CHAPTER 4: HARD-LIVING HABITUS, SETTLED-LIVING
RESENTMENT

1. See Bettie 1995 and Wray and Newitz 1997 for explorations of the race
and class meanings of “poor white trash.”

2. By postfeminist I mean that they take certain feminist gains for granted,
such as the right to have a career and a family both, but they fail to see these as
political achievements of a women’s movement (see Stacey 1990).

3. This theme was reflected at the time in the movie The Craft (1996) about
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three marginalized high school girls who enact revenge on popular students
through their use of witchcraft. This film reflects a genre of popular culture
about subordinate girls’ empowerment, much like the 1976 film Carrie.

4. B. Thompson’s (1994) interview study challenges the popular belief that
eating disorders are experienced primarily by women who are young, white,
heterosexual, and middle- or upper-class. She suggests that the rate of eating
disorders among working-class women, women of color, and lesbians is hard
to measure, given that physicians may too often assume that such disorders are
common only to white, middle-class, heterosexual women and so may misdi-
agnose working-class women, women of color, and lesbians. While not refuting
the salience of gender identity and the impact of media images on girls and
women, Thompson demonstrates that eating disorders cross the boundaries of
race, class, sexuality, and generation and cannot be understood solely in terms
of gender. She argues that such disorders are in “response to myriad injustices
including racism, sexism, homophobia, classism, the stress of acculturation, and
emotional, physical, and sexual abuse” (2).

5. Between 1960 and 1980, the U.S. divorce rate increased sharply, from 2.2
to 5.2 divorces per thousand population. Since then, the divorce rate has sta-
bilized and in 1996 was 4.4 divorces per thousand population (U.S. Bureau of
the Census 1966). Evidence that divorce is drastically injurious to children rests,
as Stacey explains, on “social scientific sleights-of-hand” (1996, 60): widely
cited studies (Wallerstein and Kelly 1980; Wallerstein and Blakeslee 1989) that
argue that children of divorce are worse off than those whose parents do not
divorce fail to provide control groups of children whose parents experience
conflict in their marriages but do not divorce. There is much evidence that family
conflict is a more important variable than family structure in assessing children’s
well-being (Furstenburg and Cherlin 1991; Demo 1992). (See Fassel 1991 for
an account of the positive strengths and behaviors children acquire from wit-
nessing parental divorce.) In fact, “when other parental resources—Ilike income,
education, self-esteem, and a supportive social environment—are roughly sim-
ilar, signs of two-parent privilege largely disappear” (Stacey 1996, 60). This
suggests that it is not divorce per se that is problematic for kids but the poverty
of women, especially working-class women, which is a consequence of the loss
of male income from the family.

6. See Stacey 1996 for an account of the “revisionist” campaign on family
values.

7. This argument was made notorious by Daniel Patrick Moynihan in the
1965 “Moynihan Report,” which suggested that black poverty was the conse-
quence of a “tangle of pathology,” a different value system among African
Americans. Focusing on family structure, his report suggested that the preva-
lence of female-headed black families was due to black cultural difference, failing
to consider that the structure of black families might be an adaptation to harsh
socioeconomic conditions, as later researchers argued (Stack 1974; Gutman
1976; White 1985).

8. Often studies of the reproduction of inequality in schools fail to consider
family as a site of the production of class identity, focusing instead on the role
of schooling and peer culture and emphasizing structural constraints over cul-
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tural difference. At times authors (see Halle 1984; MacLeod 1995) explain that
they fear a focus on family will suggest to readers a culture of poverty argument.
But this, of course, is not an adequate reason for the failure to give any priority
to family as a site for the production of class subjectivity. Some have recognized
this and called for more work in this area (see Weis 1990; MacLeod 1995.) See
also Lareau 1987.

9. The character Roseanne occasionally referred to her family as “white
trash” on the television show of the same name (see Bettie 1995). A 1994 “This
World” insert from the San Francisco Chronicle was titled “White Trash Na-
tion” and featured photos of Tanya Harding and Joey Buttafuoco on the cover
with a subtitle that read “America’s fast-growing underclass is setting ever-lower
standards of behavior.” The same year Rolling Stone identified “White Trash”
as the new “hot subculture,” mentioning Roseanne and Tom Arnold, John
Wayne Bobbitt, Clint Black, Hank Williams Jr., and Brett Butler as represen-
tatives.

10. See Hebdige’s 1979 classic work on British punks.

11. See Brake 1980; Street 1986; and Fox 1987 for discussions of how U.S.
punk culture lacks a clearly articulated class politics. See Roman 1988 and
LeBlanc 1999 on appropriations of punk by girls in the United States. See also
White’s (1995) account of the emergence of “rriot girls,” whose political artic-
ulations of gender defiance through style are, at times, somewhat sophisticated.
Rriot girls (or grrls) juxtapose elements of conventional girl culture like baby
doll dresses, Barbie lunch boxes, and barrettes with a heavy handed critique of
male control over female sexuality. Rriot girls recognize contradiction as a pow-
erful way to articulate such a critique and reappropriate elements of girl culture
while naming bands Bikini Kill, Babes in Toyland, and Seven Year Bitch and
singing songs like “Dead Men Don’t Rape.” According to White, the rriot girl
movement was largely a white middle-class movement of college women, and
their focus on gender and sexuality excluded race and class concerns. Rriot girl
culture was not something the girls T studied were familiar with.

CHAPTER §: BORDER WORK BETWEEN CLASSES

1. See Willis 1977; Eckert 1989; Foley 1990; Weis 1990; Brantlinger 1993;
and MacLeod 1995, among others.

2. As feminists have pointed out, domestic violence exists across class cate-
gories, but its occurrence is easier for middle-class families to hide, given their
economic resources and access to private treatment rather than public services.
The same is true with regard to substance abuse. See Reinarman and Levine
1997.

3. There is little research to draw upon in answering the question of whether
working-class girls have higher academic achievement than their male counter-
parts. The American Association of University Women study (1992, 1994) on
girls and schooling did not compare boys’ and girls’ graduation rates or grades,
but compared them only on six subjective “self-esteem” measures, arguing that
girls suffer from lower self-esteem than boys in almost all cases. Although some
attention was paid to racial differences (African-American girls scored higher
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on self-esteem than Latinas and white girls, but lower on the academic self-
esteem measure), the findings failed to analyze class differences among girls at
all. Moreover, given that self-esteem is a context-specific phenomenon, it is not
clear what we learn from this methodological approach. The more recent
AAUW report on Latinas (20071), in recognition of the problems with trying to
measure “self-esteem,” uses the concept “possible selves” as an alternative. The
report shows that persistence rates are roughly equal for Latina/o girls and boys,
but that between ninth and twelfth grade, girls have a lower persistence rate
than boys. Also, while Latinas start out school with higher self-esteem than any
other group, theirs decreases the most in comparison to white and African-
American girls toward young adulthood. Gidndara (1995) found that low-
income Chicanas who were upwardly mobile academically outperformed their
male peers. See Valenzuela 1999a for an account of how working-class Chicanas
promoted a pro-school ethic among their male peers.

4. See Steinitz and Solomon 1986 for further discussion of how class inter-
acts in important ways with geography.

5. Studies that explore the variable of generation on high school graduation
present conflicting results. Most studies that explore the impact of generational
status on high school graduation among Latinos suggest that children of im-
migrants have higher levels of achievement than second- and third-generation
youth (Nielsen and Fernandez 1982; Fernandez and Nielsen 1986; Buriel and
Cardoza 1988; Portes and Rumbaut 1990; Chavez 1991; Matute-Bianchi 1991;
Ogbu 19971; Suarez-Orozco 1991; Landsman et al. 1992; Portes and Zhou 1993;
Buriel 1994; Kao and Tienda 1995; Zsembik and Llanes 1996; and Valenzuela
1999b). Other studies find that third-generation students have higher rates of
high school graduation and college attendance than second- and first-generation
(immigrant) students (Featherman and Hauser 1978; Baral 1979; McCarthy and
Valdez 1985; Chapa 1988; and Hurtado et al. 1992). Yet other studies show no
impact of generation on dropping out of high school (Fernandez, Paulsen, and
Hirano-Nakanishi 1989; Romo and Falbo 1996). No studies are comprehensive
enough to control for all the variables that need to be considered, including
generation, socioeconomic status of the family before immigration, socioeco-
nomic status in the United States, ethnicity (i.e., disaggregating the category
Latina/o), gender, language fluency (see Rumberger and Larson 1998), and
whether academic achievement (represented by completion of high school or
grade reports) is disaggregated by vocational and college-prep curriculums.
Studies usually explore only one or two of these variables. Moreover, the use
of different measurements makes cross-study comparisons difficult. To my
knowledge there is no parallel literature that explores in an extensive way the
causes of white working-class upward mobility. But for accounts of the subjec-
tive experience of upward mobility among whites, see Sennett and Cobb 1972;
Ryan and Sackrey 1984; Zandy 1990; Tokarczyk and Faye 1993; Skeggs 1997;
Reay 1998; and Lawler 1999.

6. This is also akin to MacLeod’s (1995) naming of an “achievement ide-
ology.”

7. Although, unfortunately, he argues against bilingual education, Rodri-
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guez (1982) still provides a compelling account of the loss of language and
culture as one of the potential (but not inevitable) costs of class mobility.

8. Mehan, Hubbard, and Villanueva (1994) also found that some nonim-
migrant Latinos combined achievement with a critical consciousness of struc-
tural inequality rather than perceiving school success as assimilationist.

9. I'don’t mean to over-romanticize MEChA, wherein identity production is
actually quite complex. Its participants, at times, promote an essentialized no-
tion of racial/ethnic identity based on uncontested origins, raising a number of
questions about the efficacy of identity politics as a political strategy—namely,
when belonging is hinged on the notion of an “authentic” cultural identity and
not on political identification. Nonetheless, in the context of Waretown High,
it proved a valuable and empowering tool for some students by offering them
pride in Chicana/o identity and skills for mobility.

10. Valenzuela also keenly addresses generation and style among Mexican-
American youth and how students’ use of it is commonly misinterpreted by
teachers and, at times, parents. See also Darder’s (1991) critique of traditional
pedagogy, her discussion of the variety of student responses to the biculturation
process, and her elaboration of an alternative critical bicultural pedagogy.

11. As Valenzuela (1999b) rightly points out, the focus on student attitudes
found in the Ogbu tradition at times causes researchers to lose sight of the
institution and to fail to point to schools’ accountability for student achieve-
ment. Gandara (1995) notes that the upwardly mobile Chicana/os in her study
benefited from a view that achievement is not symbolically opposed to the af-
firmation of cultural identity. The research of Portes and Zhou (1993) also
suggests that those students who remain closely allied to their parents’ culture
are the most academically successful. See also Flores-Gonzales 1999.

12. Sennett and Cobb 1972; Rodriguez 1982; Horowitz 1983; Ryan and
Sackrey 1984; hooks 1989; Baca Zinn et al. 1990; Childers and hooks 1990;
Zandy 1990; Granfield 1991; Tokarczyk and Faye 1993; Cuddraz and Pierce
1994; Kadi 1996; Reay 1998; Cuddraz 1999; Lawler 1999; and Mullen 1999,
among others. These authors address the issue directly, but much of the vast
body of literature produced by third-world feminists speaks implicitly to class
as a subjective experience.

13. See Bettie 1995, 2000. Class origins can be signified by teeth (revealing
whether one has access to dental care), weight (in the United States weight is
inversely correlated with socioeconomic status), clothing, and grammar.

14. As has been found among black Americans, studies show that Mexican
Americans with lighter skin color and European features have more years of
education and higher earnings than darker-complected Mexican Americans
(Arce, Murguia, and Frisbie 1987; Telles and Murguia 1990; Bloom 19971).

CHAPTER 6: SAMENESS, DIFFERENCE, AND ALLIANCE

1. In May 2001 the University of California Regents voted unanimously to
repeal SP1 and SP2, resolutions that had prohibited affirmative action in ad-
missions and hiring. However, it is still too soon to tell what effects this will



220 Notes to pages 177-189

have on actual future admissions and hiring in the UC system, as Proposition
209, despite legal challenges, was deemed constitutional by federal courts.

2. People of color are now the majority of the population in California, with
whites constituting 49.86 percent of the total state population, Latinos 31.56
percent, and other racial/ethnic groups less than 13 percent each (U.S. Bureau
of the Census 2000).

3. Since the implementation of Proposition 209, undergraduate admission
of Latino, African-American, and Native-American students has decreased sig-
nificantly at the top University of California campuses, dropping from 22.2
percent in fall 1997 to 10.2 percent in fall 1998 at UC Berkeley and from 19.7
percent in fall 1997 to 12.5 percent in fall 1998 at UCLA. See University of
California 1998.

4. Gilligan 1982; Holland and Eisenhart 1990; Brown and Gilligan 1992;
Orenstein 1994; Eder 1995; and Taylor, Gilligan, and Sullivan 1995.

5. The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconcilement Act
signed into law by President Clinton in 1996 has meant that welfare assistance
is now limited to a lifetime total of five years per person, without regard for the
availability of paid employment, and recipients are forced to work or perform
community service in exchange for assistance. States are required to implement
strategies that reduce pregnancies outside of marriage, to increase statutory rape
convictions, and to enforce paternity and child support rules that reduce or
terminate assistance for mothers deemed “non-cooperative.” For a more de-
tailed analysis of welfare reform, see Mink 1998, which argues that welfare
reform is an attack not only on the rights of women in poverty but on the rights
of all women because of the patriarchal morality encoded in welfare reform’s
attack on reproductive and vocational freedoms. Since the implementation of
the act, it appears that the number of people on welfare has decreased substan-
tially as recipients move from “welfare-to-work,” but the evidence does not
suggest they have found living-wage jobs. A joint report by the Children’s De-
fense Fund and the National Coalition on Homelessness (Sherman et al. 1998)
found that 71 percent of former welfare recipients who had found work were
earning less than the poverty level for a three-person household ($2 50 per week).
Further, these low-paying jobs rarely provided benefits, and many former recip-
ients lacked food, medical care, and stable housing. Moreover, in some states
up to 50 percent of former welfare recipients had not found employment, and
many families were denied cash assistance through no fault of their own.

6. Proposition 187, meant to withhold a number of social services from
undocumented immigrants (including public education, emergency health care,
and prenatal care), was passed by California voters in 1994. It was challenged
by the American Civil Liberties Union and the League of United Latin American
Citizens and was put on hold in 1997 by U.S. District Court Judge Marina
Pfaelzer, who declared it unconstitutional. Governor Pete Wilson appealed the
judge’s decision in 1999, but his successor, Governor Gray Davis, signed an
agreement with civil rights groups stating that he would not appeal the judge’s
decision. This effectively killed the measure, and ultimately Proposition 187 was
never fully implemented.
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION

1. Because the majority of children usually live with their mother after di-
vorce, because women’s earning power is generally less than men’s, and because
court-decreed child support awards are often insufficient or are not met by fa-
thers, women’s standard of living drops dramatically upon divorce (Weitzman
1985); family income, on average, declines by 37 percent when the father moves
out of the household (Seltzer 1994).

2. The concept experience has been a source of angst and debate in feminist
theory over the past decade, as theorists who promote an antifoundationalist
epistemology (e.g., Scott 1990; Butler 1990, 1993) have critiqued others
(“standpoint theorists,” in particular) for their suggestion that the source of
knowledge is “experience,” conceptualized as raw, objective, and unmediated
by meaning systems. Postmodern theorists suggest instead that while the source
of knowledge is indeed “experience,” that experience and identity are discur-
sively constructed. Here, neither the subject, identity, nor experience exists in
some form prior to or outside of discourse. That is, there is no unified subject
that exists prior to discourse and that can have experiences which are transpar-
ent to herself. For a discussion, see Collins 1987; Harding 1987; Hartsock 1987;
Hekman 1987; and D. E. Smith 1987, all of which are in the symposium on
“standpoint theory revisited” in Signs 22, no. 2 (winter 1997). See also Alcoff
1988; Bordo 1990; and Fuss 1989.

3. See Bowles and Gintis 1976; Bourdieu and Passeron 1977.

4. Even according to Eric Olin Wright (1982), chronicler of the U.S. class
structure, “the majority of the working class in the United States consists of
women” (§3.6 percent).

5. Weis’s (1990) research suggests that with deindustrialization and the in-
creasing importance placed on a college education for all students, working-
class boys are beginning to rework working-class masculinity such that school-
ing is no longer viewed as emasculating.

6. See, for example, Fregoso 1987; A. M. Garcia 1989; and hooks 1990,
among others.

7. See Anyon 1983, 1996 for a critical analysis of the absence of class from
curricula.

8. See the work of Freire (1990) and Giroux (1983) on critical literacy.

9. For accounts of the exclusion of women and people of color in the history
of American labor, see, e.g., Hartmann 1979; Zavella 1987; Scott 1988; Frank
1994; Lipsitz 1994b; Roediger 1994; Wellman 1995; Kelley 1997.
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